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Abstract 
This project investigates EZLN, an antisystemic revolutionary movement in Mexico that since 
January 1994 has revolted against the Mexican government and the idea of neoliberal 
globalization. The objective for the EZLN is that in order to change the world and the unequal 
Mexican society, the solution is not to take the institutional power in Mexico. Rather, conducting 
a revolution ‘from the bottom’. The EZLN is fighting for self-determination and recognition for 
indigenous and marginalized peoples and this struggle will be analyzed partly from a 
postcolonial perspective. Furthermore, the communicative tools utilized in their revolution will 
be investigated. 
 
Introduction 
The uprising of the EZLN (Ejercito Zapatista de Liberación Nacional) in 1994 was met with 
surprise by Mexicans as well as the rest of the world. On January 1st, 1994 commanders of the 
Zapatista Army of National Liberation declared war on Mexico with a peacefully armed struggle. 
They took control of six municipalities in Chiapas, a region in the south-east of Mexico, 
including the state capital San Cristobal de Las Casas. The Zapatistas speak of themselves as 
being “armed with truth and fire” (EZLN 1, 1994) and upon seizing control of Chiapas - driven 
by the slogan “Here We Are” - the EZLN proclaimed that their struggle represented the 
indigenous communities of Chiapas who were being marginalized by the state and stripped of 
any form of representation. The date chosen for the action was not random - January 1st, 1994 
was the date when the NAFTA treaty between Mexico, Canada and the US was implemented. 
The application of NAFTA led the indigenous people in Mexico to face extermination as a 
community. Their land was in demand by capitalist planners eager to exploit the unique 
biodiversity of the jungle as a resource for future developments in genetic engineering 
(Holloway and Eloìna Pelàez, 1998:1). This included cattle ranchers, oil companies and paper 
producers eager to replant the jungle with fast-growing eucalyptus trees. Severe poverty, deaths 
from curable diseases, a lack of schools and hospitals, and the gradual suppression of their native 
languages all clearly told the indigenous peoples that they were redundant in the new world of 
neoliberalism (Ibid). 
Mexico is the only country in the Americas where “every major social transformation has been 
inextricably linked to popular rural upheavals” (Wells, A. and Joseph, G.M., 1996:121). An 
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example was the 1910 uprising where social movements revolted against the state and military 
and destroyed the established order.  
The country’s roots are in the Mesoamerican population, traced all the way back to the beginning 
of recorded history. This foundation was shaken up when the Spanish intrusion began in the 
1500s. From then on and well into the 1800s, the native peoples of Mexico fought to preserve 
their independence and basic rights. Independence from Spain was achieved in 1810 but 
indigenous rights and living conditions would get even worse until the problematic exploded 
with the Zapatistas’ revolt in 1910. From 1876 onwards, Mexico was led by the dictator Porfirio 
Diaz, who was an army officer and had taken power by a coup d’etat – far from an isolated event 
at the time; the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz was one of the longest in Latin America and earned 
its support by being openly pro to US capitalism and army commanders, that were supplying his 
regime with weapons and political support (Garner, 2001). His regime was characterized by the 
aim of achieving economic growth in order to solve mexican internal issues. In the latest years of 
Diaz’s dictatorship, a group of advisers and technocrats, called the ‘cientificos’ (scientists), had a 
prominent role in the public administration and in policies development; the ‘cientificos’ thought 
that scientific approach was fundamental to be applied to politics and that technocrats were more 
important than politicians in order to guarantee the best development for Mexican society; in 
terms of indigenous rights the point of view on the argument in the age of the ‘cientificos’ can be 
summarized through the words of the journalist G. Cosmes: ”indigenous has only the passive 
force of inferior races, is incapable to actively pursuing the goal of civilization” (Coerver, D.M. 
Buffington, R. Pasztor, S.B., 2004). 
Around 1910, a century after the independence, serious discontent arose surrounding Diaz. Some 
of the discontent stemmed from the dictator’s failure to live up to statements made in a 1908 
interview regarding free elections in Mexico. Diaz had stated that he believed the country would 
be ready to have them by 1910 (University of Pugent Sound). However, the election was 
eventually rigged in favor of Diaz. His main opponent in the election, landowner Francisco I. 
Madero, was frustrated with the result and called for a violent revolt to take place on November 
20, 1910. The revolt, though unsuccessful in overturning power, inspired revolutionary groups to 
gather all over the country. Three significant revolutionary forces were formed. One of them 
began in Mexico's southern province of Morelos and was lead by Emiliano Zapata. This force 
became known as the Zapatistas and soon enlisted over 5.000 men. In northern Mexico two more 
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revolutionary forces were formed, one led by Francisco ‘Pancho’ Villa, a former bandit, who 
organized Mexico's cowboys and the other led by Pascual Orozco, a peasant discontented with 
the political and economic situation in Mexico (Schmal 2004). 
  
Diaz eventually resigned in May 1911 and Madero was appointed president. The following years 
were characterized by frequent political changes at the head of the nation. Through the Mexican 
constitution drafted in 1917 formalized many of the reforms sought by Zapata and the other rebel 
groups and gave expression to the struggle of Mexican workers and peasants for a better life. For 
many Mexicans the constitution of 1917 is the “highest expression of the ideals of the Mexican 
Revolution” (Coerver, D.M. Buffington, R. Pasztor, S.B. 2004:121), the product of hundred 
years of social, political, and economic debates and struggles and provide to the country an 
economic sovereignty after years of intensive foreign investments and disposition of common 
lands (Ibid).  
The promise of land found its expression in Article 27 of the constitution which states that 
Mexican land and resources are under the jurisdiction of Mexican government and with the 
official recognition of the ‘Ejido’, village lands communally held in the traditional Indian system 
of land tenure that combines communal property ownership with individual use (ibid). Article 27 
of the constitution was also restricting foreigners land propriety in Mexico and was regulating 
foreign ownership through borders and coastal areas; foreign entrepreneurs were allowed to 
make business only if they were compliant with Mexican laws.  
The implementation of the constitution characterized the period from 1917 to 1940. Làzatro 
Càrdenas, in between 1930 and 1940 was the one who gave more importance to the 
implementation of social and economic changes; agrarian reform reached the highest peak of its 
value as well as the implementation of Mexican workers’ rights, and expropriation of foreign oil 
company proprieties were conducted by the state. After this period Mexico experienced a 
number of governments who developed strong economic policies and stalled on the 
implementation of certain aspects within the constitution. Article 27 of the constitution and the 
agrarian reform were understated, the line of a progressive opening to foreign investments was 
followed and this pro-business stance led workers and peasant rights to be of secondary 
importance for the government; in those years class struggle emerged as a response to the 
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increased marginalization of workers and peasants from political process and economic 
growth(Coerver, D.M. Buffington, R. Pasztor, S.B. 2004:122,123).  
 
In 1968, fresh off of the Cuban revolution, revolutionary uprisings in developing countries, 
student movements in Europe and the US, and emboldened by the Mexican workers and peasants 
struggles of the 1940s-50s, a strong student movement arose. The student movement was a social 
uprising, “an oppressive, monolithic, and paternalistic construct of the state, and it emerged as an 
abomination to sanitized hopes of modernity and control propagated by Mexico’s political elite 
in the 1960s” (Carey, E. 2005:4). A social uprising to openly denounce the betrayal of the 
revolutionary roots on which Mexico was born. 
On October 2nd, 1968, what is known as the ‘Tlatelolco massacre’ took place. Students, ignoring 
a government ban, decided to gather in Tlatelolco, Mexico City, to protest against the 
government’s repression. The Government, at that time lead by the PRI (Partido Revolucionario 
Institucional), reacted with a huge repression which killed more than 300 people (official reports 
said there were 27 people).  
In 1970, Luis Echeverria was announced as the President of Mexico. He tried to make it up with 
workers and peasants but his policies served only to increase the tension between the rival 
factions. This brought the 70’s to a period of social conflict, that motivated farmers to start 
organizations and small armed groups, under the claim of “land and freedom”. This process took 
place in Chiapas, since it was a place populated mainly by indigenous farmers who were heavily 
affected by governmental land policies. 
 
As a consequence of this phenomena, landowners started making paramilitary groups, as “las 
guardias blancas” or “paz y justicia”, to control the indigenous resistance, those groups were 
supported by the government. Those paramilitary groups were extremely violent and murdered 
arbitrarily farmers who supported those resistance organizations. Economic liberalization 
policies in Mexico in the 1980s and 1990s created an ulterior agricultural crisis for the peasants, 
because certain subsidies and credits were terminated and agencies regulating agricultural 
policies were eliminated. As a result, the region’s most important export products - wood, coffee, 
and cattle - earned far less income, and the peasants were correspondingly worse off. During the 
1980s, the number of the adult working population who received less than the minimum wage 
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increased by 83% (Villafuerte and Garcia, 1994: 90). In addition a drastic reduction in revenue, 
caused by a decline in the price of coffee in international markets from $180/hundred pounds to 
$60/hundred pounds, further aggravated conditions. 
 
That climate of political instability led to the creation of the EZLN, which was born as a counter 
neoliberalist movement which intended to reform the Mexican state and defend the rights of the 
indigenous population. 
 
As explained previously the EZLN declared war on Mexico the 1st of January of 1994, the day 
of the approval of NAFTA. The armed rebellion lasted no more than 12 days, causing around 
300 deaths, mainly from rebels. The government of Salinas, succumbing to strong pressure from 
the international community, were compelled to call for a ceasefire and start the negotiations 
with the EZLN.   
During the ceasefire the EZLN passed through a significant change in their political discourse. 
This new discourse was not as aggressive and guerrilla-inspired as the original one. The EZLN 
emphasized concepts like democracy, justice, humanity and open dialogue with the government 
and civil society. This new discourse brought many commentators to talk about the first post-
modern guerrilla. 
 
The peace talks took place in the Cathedral of San Cristobal and were intermediated by its 
Bishop, Samuel Ruiz, who played a really important role in the processes of negotiations. These 
negotiations, according to the EZLN, concluded in an unsatisfactory fashion with the proposals 
not fully addressing the issues the EZLN initially wanted to confront. 
 
Some months later Mexico underwent one of its worst financial crises: the peso faced a 40% 
devaluation, bringing the country to a recession. As a result, thousands of companies were 
dissolved and a million jobs were lost. This resulted in a drastic reduction in living standards for 
a sizable portion of the Mexican population. The IMF, the USA and other countries rescued 
Mexico with a loan of US $50 billion, guaranteed in part by oil reserves. 
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On the 1st of January 1995, a year after the demonstration in San Cristobal, the EZLN published 
a communiqué, in which they called on civil society to form a movement of national liberation. 
At this point the Zapatistas abandoned every intention of violent struggle, but wanted to engage 
civil society to pursue their political objectives outside the military cordon around the Lacandona 
jungle. 
The Mexican government, led by Ernesto Zedillo, took a totally different stance, breaking the 
cease fire and retaking numerous Zapatista-controlled areas. The aggressive nature of the 
military’s action, killing a number of indigenous peoples in the process, forced many to flee from 
their communities. Proceeding after heavy international pressures, the Zedillo administration 
were compelled to call a cease fire, just nine days after breaking it. 
 
The ceasefire has not been broken since then. From 1995 to 2001, the EZLN focused its 
initiatives on information and action campaigns, from international meetings and consultations to 
presenting a proposal in the congress, without any intention of returning to armed conflict with 
Mexico. The period from 2001 to the present, have been characterized by a different factor - the 
silence of the movement. The EZLN decided to break off negotiations with the government 
because of its lack of effect in producing a real change. Presently the EZLN conducts its 
revolution through changing the reality of the villages in which they govern, conducting in this 
way a low-intensity revolution as they state in the Fifth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle: 
 
“While the government piles up hollow words and hastens to argue with a rival that constantly 
slips away, the zapatistas make a weapon of struggle out of silence, which they do not 
understand and against which they can do nothing, and time and again they oppose our silence 
with sharp lies, bullets, bombs, blows. Just as we discovered the weapon of words after the 
combat in January of 1994, now we do it with silence. While the government offered everyone 
threats, death and destruction, we could learn from ourselves, teach ourselves and teach another 
form of struggle, and that, with reason, truth and history, one could fight and win . . . being 
quiet” (EZLN 5, 1998). 
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Chiapas is a region situated in southwestern Mexico. It is one of the country’s poorest regions, 
despite its richness of natural resources. It is the biggest provider of Hydroelectric energy in 
Mexico and one of the major producers of gas and oil. Even with that, the state is experiencing 
high illiteracy and child mortality rates. One third of its population are Indians of Mayan descent, 
and live in poverty. It has been the epicenter of the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) 
uprising and as a consequence is experiencing a moment of great international visibility 
compared to the past. The EZLN struggle has highlighted the issues that the region is facing, like 
poverty, land reform and indigenous rights. In a modern history context, the province of 
“Chiapa” was instituted in 1520s when the Spanish conquered the area establishing the first 
spanish town, Villa Real, now known with the name of San Cristòbal de Las Casas. The Spanish 
domination in the region led the Chiapas Indian population to fall apart and forced them into 
concentrated settlements. Thanks to epidemic diseases, the Indian population was decimated. As 
the economic system was dependent on agriculture, the Indians’ labour and tribute was 
fundamental for the new Spanish population. Indian exploitation and marginalization is a factor 
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that has been present in the region since the arrival of the colonial forces. (Coerver, Buffington, 
and Pasztor 2004:75) 
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Problem area 
 
Few people knew of the existence of the EZLN before the occupation of San Cristobal and four 
other cities in Chiapas, Mexico. Almost all of the EZLN’s members were indigenous consisting 
of a number of different ethnic groups who all lived in the Lacandona Jungle1. They had come 
from a long history of indigenous resistance against exploitation and domination - “500 years of 
struggle”, as they expressed in their 1st Declaration of the Lacandona Jungle. The declaration 
was issued to explain the group’s actions. The EZLN evolved from the work of a small group of 
revolutionaries who had been active in the jungle for more than ten years and who had the 
knowledge necessary to submerge their ideas of revolution in the accumulated experiences of the 
people of the region. An important reason for their emergence was their own particular 
experience of a worldwide phenomenon: neoliberalism .(Holloway and Eloìna Pelàez, 1998:5). 
The capitalism of the 1980s and 1990s, which emphasized the destruction of obstacles to the free 
market and the free movement of money, had caused a drastic deterioration in living conditions 
for most of the people of Chiapas as well as for millions of other people throughout the world. 
Like many other people in the world, they learned through poverty and violence that they, the 
way they lived, worked, and celebrated, the dreams they had and the land they occupied, were 
obstacles to capitalist development (Ibid.).  
In 1992, an amendment to the article 27 of the Mexican Constitution threatened the survival of 
their communities by opening the ownership of the land to the free market, and an increasing 
number of inhabitants of the Lacandona Jungle said “Ya Basta!” (Enough is enough!) and joined 
the EZLN. The fight was for dignity as their cultural heritage was faced with the threat of 
extinction (Holloway and Eloìna Pelàez, 1998:6). 
 
The big issues for those whose existence is in danger or denied by neoliberal capitalism is that 
their struggle will increasingly become particularistic, a simple assertion of identity. Having 
experienced the implication of neoliberal globalization, cultures seek to re-identify with their 
cultural heritage. Protest movements easily becomes focused on different identities, which are 
then counterposed to one another, each claiming exclusive right: black people, women, muslims, 
gays, Basques, Irish. Insofar as a protest merely asserts identity, and insofar as neoliberalism’s 
                                                
1
 The Lacandon Jungle is part of the rainforest that stretches from Chiapas into Guatemala 
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denial of the project of humanity is extended into the struggles against it, these struggles can take 
on a brutal and very destructive form. In this sense the Zapatistas differ from particularistic 
identity focused social movements, as they state in the Sixth Declaration of Lacandonia: 
 
”We were concentrated o-n the Indian peoples. Because it so happened that we, the EZLN, were 
almost all o-nly indigenous from here in Chiapas, but we did not want to struggle just for own 
good, or just for the good of the indigenous of Chiapas, or just for the good of the Indian peoples 
of Mexico. We wanted to fight along with everyone who was humble and simple like ourselves 
and who was in great need and who suffered from exploitation and thievery by the rich and their 
bad governments here, in our Mexico, and in other countries in the world.” (EZLN 6, 2005) 
 
This is where the Zapatistas’ importance lies. Their “Here we are” is not the defensive, romantic 
“Here we are!” of a threatened identity. They are not aiming to defend their glorious traditions, 
but rather aiming to achieve a world in which there are many worlds, a world in which their 
world, and the world of others will fit (Holloway and Peláez 1998:1). A world in which they are 
heard, but as one of many voices. Their “Here we are!” simultaneously asserts and transcends 
identity. Their project is summed up in the title of the Intercontinental Meeting in which the 
Zapatistas organized on their territory in July 1996: “For Humanity against Neoliberalism”. 
According to the EZLN, such a world can be constructed only on the basis of freedom, justice 
and democracy (Holloway and Peláez 1998:4). This is a struggle, not of a past to be defended, 
but of a world to be constructed. Unlike many prior revolutions, the Zapatista revolution does not 
aim to take power - neither through elections nor through any form of seizure of power. The 
project of humanity cannot be achieved through the winning of power. This marks a radical 
break with the traditions of the revolutionary and the reformist left. (Holloway and Peláez 
1998:4) The fact that the EZLN is a revolutionary organization who say that they are struggling 
to abolish power rather than to take it makes them very ordinary and thereby very extraordinary. 
When the EZLN first revolted in January 1994, half of the people in the highlands of Chiapas 
were illiterate, 70 percent of workers made less than the minimum wage and two-thirds of the 
population lived in shacks which lacked electricity, drinking water and proper drainage. Like the 
Christian conquest during the Crusades, the neoliberal model can not be implemented without 
the threat or use of force. 
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In order to construct a wide ranging, deep and comprehensive image of the Zapatistas as an 
important symbol of an international ‘social movement’ actor this project takes a point of 
departure in the economic transformations on a global scale, which, in the last 3-4 decades has 
transformed and developed our world as it is today. The problematics with the world today 
revolves around the growing inequality between what is known as the Global North and the 
Global South. These inequalities have been shaped by different factors and have proven to have 
major consequences for the economic imbalance on a world scale. This transformation has been 
enforced by the globalizing processes, which have laid the way for international capitalism and 
neoliberal worldviews to dominate the interaction between states. This internationalization, 
which has grown as a substantive factor has turned into a transnationalization of capital (Burbach 
2001). This has resulted in decentralization and concentration of globalized production, and has 
paved the way for a hegemonic faction of capital on a world scale as being the pivotal role in the 
globalization process.  
Additionally, the neoliberal view has been dominant in the restructuring of third world countries: 
“when the transnational factions of the Mexican bourgeoisie undertakes neoliberal restructuring 
and integration into the global economy, it is not doing to merely because the Mexican 
government became “powerless” in the face of globalization, but because the interests of this 
class faction lies in integration into global capitalism” (Burbach, R., 2001:47). 
The expansion and rapid growth of global capitalism has furthermore led to the development of 
global capitalist institutions such as transnational corporations, international financial agencies, 
states of the North and their junior counterparts in the South and formal as well as informal 
transnational elite forums (ibid).  
In extension of these capitalist institutions, the emergence of a new transnational bourgeoisie 
characterises a transnational class formation in which national circuits of capital accumulation 
become integrated at a global level (Burbach, R., 2001). The emergence of a global bourgeoisie 
exemplifies the inequality on a global scale, especially in terms of minority versus majority - in 
which the majority of the world becomes subjugated as minorities when a small group of people 
holds power over resources, economic development and modernity. 
 
What laid the foundation of the globalization process is especially the hegemonic world order 
12 
constructed heavily by the US imperialism post second world war, which sought to repress any 
revolutionary attempts that would interfere with the neoliberal development discourse.  
In this regard, Roger Burbach argues that several leftists groups, social democratic parties, 
throughout the Western European world falls under the TINA syndrome (‘There Is No 
Alternative’), by which he criticizes the left for abandoning their traditional fight for equality. To 
explain, Burbach quotes Jorge Castaneda: “the left has to accept the logic of the market” 
(Burbach, 2001:23). This way of ‘legitimizing’ the free market powers, which abandons the 
leftist tradition seemed for many European leftist political groups as the only answer, however, 
the Zapatistas are an example of a movement that denies the surrender to the powers of the free 
market.  
 
The roots of today’s globalized society can also be found in the technological revolution of the 
1970s and 1980s which encouraged a big change in the processes of organization of production 
(Martinez-Torres, 2001). The Internet has probably been the main reflection of this process, 
especially after the creation of the publicly available World Wide Web in 1993. This 
technological revolution changed the understanding of communication and redefined distances, 
as well as helping promote and expand globalization as well as the Western culture and values it 
carries (Martinez-Torres, 2001). 
 
Around the same time as the EZLN were beginning their struggle, the Internet was fast becoming 
the means with which to connect people, organizations and networks, usurping traditional media 
forms in the process. By utilizing new media to spread the word of Marcos and the EZLN in a 
spectacularly successful fashion, supportive activists around the world and in Mexico realized its 
potential and invested heavily in using the Internet and network forms like Peacenet and La Neta 
(which ceases to exist today). Facilitated by the Internet, activists were able to “disseminate 
information, mobilize their members, and coordinate joint action” (Ronfeldt, 1998:52). Key to 
this media-framed policy, the focus was on enabling Internet users the world over access to view 
the communiques and visions of the EZLN, as well as to gain an understanding of how to 
conduct “electronic civil disobedience” (Ronfeldt, 1998, pg 53), or, as referred to in this project, 
Netwar. The decentralized nature of social netwar enables the EZLN and its supporting network 
of NGOs and activists to engage in a globalized debate, wherein each members’ input is equally 
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vital. An understanding of what this means, structurally and theoretically, for the EZLN is vital 
in acknowledging the importance of this model of revolution through the Internet. 
 
This is the scenario in which the EZLN found themselves in the 90s when they declared war to 
Mexico. Our main objective in this project is to understand in which way the movement in 
rearticulating and rebuilding the concept of revolution in this new Mexican postmodern reality. 
  
RESEARCH QUESTION 
 
How is the EZLN rearticulating the concept of revolution in Mexico? 
 
1. Which are the political and theoretical backgrounds/influences of the EZLN? 
2. How did the EZLN aim to internationalise their struggle through the use of media? 
3. What is the idea of the EZLN vision of changing the world without taking the power? 
 
The first sub-question will delve into the structure of the EZLN movement in terms of how they 
have been influenced by certain political and theoretical backgrounds. Interpreting the EZLN 
inspiration through theoretical concepts will open up the discussion of broader context. In 
addition, we will explore the political influences that have shaped the EZLN. Out of our research 
into the political and theoretical background, we will come to understand the reasoning for why 
the EZLN operationalized itself as it has done and continues to do. Understanding the core 
concepts utilized by the Zapatistas can allow us to gain an insight into the movement that will 
further our knowledge of the social structure the movement has applied and the reason for its 
popularity, many of whom have no clear ties with the EZLN. 
 
This leads us to another question being, how did it essentially become such a popularly 
supported movement and why? In short, the EZLN’s method of cultivating an image which 
resounded amongst many and transcended beyond minority and indigenous groups. The 
Zapatistas’ clever use of traditional and new media increased the allure of the movement in a 
time when the Internet started to become pervasive globally. This question will allow us to 
comprehend the media strategy employed by the EZLN which popularized the movement and 
provided them with the impetus to continue their struggle.  
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Finally, and in connection with the EZLN popularity, we will look into the EZLN vision in 
regards to how they operationalize the movement and what they aim to accomplish with their 
concept of revolution. Devoting a chapter to the theoretical influences allows us not only to gain 
an understanding of the broader context but also to discern the possible limitations of EZLN’s 
model. By combining the first and second chapter research with this chapter, we will come to 
understand how they are possibly reconceptualizing revolution to take power from the state 
while remaining outside of it.  
 
This will prove useful in investigating the EZLN and its role in society in the present and what 
possibilities this could potentially lead to. This will form our conclusion and answer to the main 
research question.  
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Clarification of concepts 
 
Postmodern world 
We will use the concept of a postmodern world as an approach of understanding and questioning 
the way development and modernity has manifested itself in almost all of the world. 
Postmodernism is in this project taken as an approach of understanding how the Zapatistas see 
the world. Reflecting over the discourse of modernity and look at the exclusive character 
defining modernity.  
 
Anti-systemic movement 
This concept will be utilised mainly in the chapter Changing the World Without Taking the 
Power, in which the understanding is derived from Wallerstein as a concept covering both social 
and national movements. Anti-systemic movements entails a representation of different modes of 
asserting strong resistance to the historical system that constitutes the frames of living as well as 
including the wish for overthrowing the system (Wallerstein 2005:91).  
 
Capitalism 
We intend the concept of capitalism as Wallernstein defines it, as a historical system defined by 
the priority of the endless accumulation of capital (Wallerstein 2005). 
 
Globalization 
The concept of globalization will be viewed from two points of view elaborated on especially the 
chapter Self-determination in a Globalized World. Globalization as an economic expansion of 
neoliberalism (Burbach) as well as globalization as the cultural exchange and domination 
(Santos) 
 
Indigeneity - ‘othering’ 
The word ‘indigeneity’ originates from Latin ‘indu’ that means ‘in, within’ and ‘gen’, which 
means ‘produce’ or ‘beget’. From this notion, indigeneity refers to that which come from within 
a given place  Early geographers were driven by theories of environmental determinism, 
associating indigeneity with a life interconnected with the natural environment and getting just 
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an essential understanding of the culture and identity (given by an essentialist, reductionist 
conceptualization).  The contemporary approach takes into account poststructural and 
postcolonial theories questioning and deconstructing the established ‘truth’  definitions of 
indigeneity (the belief that certain qualities are inherent to indigenous peoples). Cultural 
geographers in contemporary studies focus instead on an analysis of the concepts of “race” 
identities and place. The previous interpretation of indigenous people living closely connected to 
the environment was the result of social constructions functional to building the binary concept 
of civilization/savagery used to rationalize the European colonization of indigenous lands. Under 
the lens of post-colonialism, defining indigeneity is still contentious, considering that colonial 
forces might be still interfering with indigenous identity and lands. (Cameron et al, 2009:353) 
 
Global civil society  
Civil society is defined as that of a self-regulating, self-governing body outside and often in 
opposition to the state, represented both as the nexus of societal associations expected to 
generate civility, social cohesion, and morality. Global civil society is an offshoot of this, and 
has relied heavily on the Internet as a mode of networking (Islamoglu, International 
Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences) 
 
Minority 
Minority will in this project be understood as referring to a majority that has become a minority 
because of globalization. Globalization as well as the remains of the power structures of the 
colonial period has empowered a small part of the world to dominate the rest.  
 
Self-determination 
This concept is the theme of the 1st chapter and will entail the determination of indigenous 
people without the outside influence that in this project is defined as caused by the neoliberal 
globalization. By self-determination for the indigenous/suppressed people it is also the search for 
the freedom to live in accordance witl self-determined values and traditions rather than being 
bound to the modernity discourse of development. Additionally, it is self-determination in a 
sense that unfolds without consulting other civilizations and impose own values on others. 
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Power 
We use this concept especially to talk about the ideological principle of the EZLN of conducting 
a revolution but do not start a government lead by the movement but to give freedom to people to 
choose the system of governance they prefer. The EZLN considers modern power relationships 
as being driven by capitalistic means and proposes a radical modification of them. 
 
Netwar  
In this conceptualization, Netwar is a communication form where members form into networks 
and are is structured in a non-hierarchical command design in which communication occurs 
through ‘all-points’ communication channels 
 
Postcolonialism 
The postcolonial approach will be used to understand the Zapatistas struggle as a culmination of 
the suppression of indigenous mexicans throughout and since the colonial period (which has 
been timed since the 16th century, where Spanish colonisers conquered the indigenous 
civilizations). In this sense, postcolonialism will be used as a concept referring to the way the 
Zapatistas (and scholars) understand their suppression and in specific, the reason to why 
indigenous people feel motivated to change and revolt against their own situation.  
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Methodology 
This project is characterised by being a case study with three methodological stages: the case 
study, content analysis and the use of secondary literature, which will be further elaborated on. 
The overall research approach is deductive; the reasons for using this approach is to make use of 
the framework that the theories can provide the project; from the theories we can apply 
definitions of concepts in order to construct our conceptual framework to define the case. 
 
The analysis of the case will be based on certain qualitative methods, which we consider the best 
option possible to arrive to answer to the kind of research question we are proposing for the 
project, because qualitative methods support the examination of the movement. 
Although the use of qualitative methods will have most advantages, there are however a few 
disadvantages; many of the concepts we are using are valued concepts which are generated from 
scholars who are directly influenced by the movement itself, as, for instance, Gustavo Esteva.  
The biases in this sense are inherent in the project, but our intention is to investigate this 
phenomenon and construct an image of how the EZLN identify and understand themselves as a 
movement.  
 
Methodological stages 
Case study: 
John Gerring argues for the definition of a case study method to be understood as a particular 
way of defining a case, not analyzing cases (Gerring 2004: 341). This ‘definition’ of the case 
study method implies that the method is of a superficial character, as it does not provide any 
clear guidelines for its conduct. Hence, the role of the theory in this project will be defined as 
formulating the definition of the case. 
In relation to this definition the theories and the concepts that provide the project its framework 
will be indicative for the ‘definition’ of the case. 
 
We discern our study of the EZLN movement as being a single case study which we consider an 
extreme or unique case, since it is a specific case which took place only in Mexico, even if we 
are aware that the reasons of the appearance of this revolutionary movement are not just local but 
also global.  
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The dependent variable of our case study project will be the Zapatista revolutionary movement.  
In order to define the case and our dependent variable we will use different variables, which will 
help us further to answer the different aspects of our research questions (our working questions). 
These variables are constituted by the three themes through which the Zapatistas will be 
understood. Self-determination will function as the opening part of the analysis, since it 
represents the core of the Zapatista ‘reasons’ and aims. Second, the case will be analyzed from 
the view of how the Zapatistas make use of digital tools to carry out their mission, and third, 
what makes the Zapatista revolutionary in a globalized world; changing the world without taking 
the power - in sum, the case of the Zapatistas will be analyzed as a contemporary movement with 
more theoretical roots indicating a history of struggle.  
 
Content analysis: 
The content analysis will be particularly relevant to our research process, since through content 
analysis we will seek to determine the key concepts the EZLN use in their political statements. 
The main objective will be to go deeper into the theoretical frameworks and backgrounds that 
those concepts carry; The use of content analysis will allow us to generate knowledge about the 
EZLN to which it is difficult to gain access without conducting a field study. 
Through the content analysis of our theoretical choices we also seek to understand their implicit, 
meaning not officially stated, ideological background.  
 
In practice, the content analysis will be used to the first of our methodological choices is to use 
content analysis. We will use content analysis to analyze the official statements, communiqués 
and manifestos of the EZLN. We will especially direct our attention to the declarations of the 
Lacandon jungle, which are their political manifestos. We intend to analyze them to understand 
their official position on the conditions in Mexico and their official explanation of their political 
and revolutionary choices. Through the analysis of the Lacandon jungle declarations (of which 
there have been six publications 1994-2005) we can also understand the Zapatistas’ political 
background and see the evolvement of the movement through the years. 
 
Secondary literature: 
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Our third methodological stage is to confront the results obtained from the content analysis with 
secondary literature. Using secondary literature in the analysis allows us to apply both a 
theoretical/conceptual framework as well as adding the results from various scholars’ works 
regarding the Zapatistas. The secondary data has been derived from mainly books and journal 
articles. The secondary literature is also used in the themed chapters to support our arguments 
when discussing quotes from the empirical data.  
 
Conduction of the analysis 
We have chosen to spread the answers of the working questions over three chapters concerning 
the themes of ‘self-determination’, ‘revolutionary communication strategies’ and ‘changing the 
world without taking the power’. 
 
The application of our methods in the analysis and the methodological procedure to give an 
answer to our working questions, as well as the reasons for choosing them, will be conducted in 
the following way. Firstly, we did not intend to structure the working questions in a way so they 
would each constitute a whole chapter, however, the working questions functioned in the 
research process more as guidelines to determine the content of the themed chapters.  
 
In the first working question which states: ‘Which are the political and theoretical 
backgrounds/influences of the EZLN?’. We intend to understand which theoretical and 
political influences brought the EZLN movement to build a new understanding of revolution in 
the postmodern world.  
To give an answer to this question we go in depth with mainly the Lacandon declarations where 
they openly declare their ideologies and political influences. Afterwards we will analyze those 
statements and confront them with our selected theories for a more in depth understanding. 
This working question becomes more explicit in the first theme Self-determination, as it brings 
together our considerations regarding the understanding of the Zapatistas as rooted in theories.  
 
In the second working question, ‘How did the EZLN aim to internationalise their struggle 
through the use of media?’, we intend to go deeper in their use of media since we consider it 
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one of the main characteristics of the EZLN movement, as well as a fundamental characteristic 
of postmodern revolutionary movements. 
To answer to this question we want to go in depth in the empirical historical facts regarding how 
they use media from their first public appearance in 1994 to the present and to understand the 
impact that their choices of use of media had on the rise of the movement. Therefore, this second 
question has seemed most relevant in answering within the second themed chapter Revolutionary 
Communication Strategies 
 
Finally in the last working question, ‘What is the idea of the EZLN vision of changing the 
world without taking the power?’, we will analyze one of the most genuine characteristics of 
the EZLN which reflects their rearticulation and reinvention of the concept of revolution in the 
postmodern world. The analytical process to answer this question will follow as in the first 
question: through the discourse analysis of their official statements and the confrontation of that 
analysis with second-hand literature. The third chapter, Changing the world without taking the 
power, will constitute the frame of the answer to this question. 
 
Delimitations 
The boundaries for the project have been drawn around the considerately more theory-based 
perspective. These boundaries were constructed early in the research process as it initially were 
rather an interest in the themes of theory than the actual case. Hence, since our interest was 
directed at social movements, the project came to focus on the understanding of the theoretical 
points that could explain the Zapatista movement and why they emerged. 
Rather than describing the Zapatistas as a movement in change and describing their 
accomplishments in terms of establishing municipalities, educational visions and analyzing their 
actual practices, we came to decide upon the more abstract and ideological perspectives. 
Therefore, as we are aware of the great research opportunities on this case, the most important 
aspect was to understand their struggle and main objectives.  
That is why, in our analysis, we delimited ourselves to the Lacandon declarations which 
resemble a manifesto, which we believe to be the core of their informative productions.  
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As earlier mentioned, we are aware of the vast opportunities of carrying out a project about the 
Zapatistas. Other fields of interest were to understand the movement on a daily basis - for 
example which daily life aspects that make them an unique revolutionary movement. 
We did not intend to go to Chiapas and visit the Zapatistas as we had limited ourselves from 
these methods on the basis that our project would be of a more theoretical character. Conducting 
field work could have given us rich insight into the lives of the Zapatistas, however such 
methodological differentiations can be tried in another project.  
 
Since the project has been carried out by a content analysis it seemed appropriate to go in depth 
with speeches, letters and/or other publications made by Subcomandante Marcos, who through 
the EZLN’s rise in many cases has assumed the role of spokesperson. Utilizing more empirical 
data from Marcos could have provided the empirical data material an additional edge: rather than 
analyzing empirical material from the movement as a whole, using Marcos could have 
personified the declarations. However, including the mentioned empirical data could have 
changed our methods of analysis towards a more discourse based analysis.  
We limited ourselves in the direction of analyzing the movement as a whole and furthermore, 
since we are academically limited, carrying out a discourse analysis might have been precarious 
taken from the perspective that a content analysis seemed more adequate.   
 
Limitations 
The limitations in our project are based mainly on three points, and are primarily constrained by 
our restricted access to literature and further knowledge: 
 
1. Lack of knowledge and experience in the social research field: 
We do not have yet the intellectual tools to find our own data, because we are just second 
semester students. We agreed that we prefer to have a project limited by this fact and use just 
secondary data, than have a project which is wrong because of the described limitation.  
 
In connection with our status as second-semester students, we are already pre-constrained in our 
knowledge of certain data gathering techniques. In attempting to conduct this research with this 
restricted skill-set, we concluded that we would concentrate our efforts on gathering information 
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through second-hand data with an emphasis on trying to apply as much knowledge derived from 
the Global South hemisphere. This would allow us to gain an understanding of the EZLN from a 
more local, sympathetic perspective. However, this also severely limits us to appreciate the 
movement from a rather one-sided dimension, and this we attempt to correct by incorporating 
highly recommended scholars who sympathise with the movement, yet approach it with a more 
western, Global north attitude.  
        
2. Lack of resources: 
Considering our second-semester progress we are also hampered in our attempts to conduct a 
fully impartial, hand-on approach to research by the lack of resources we can possibly retrieve. 
In this regard we refer to the economical, and practical, resources that are restricting us to 
utilizing primarily secondary data. This concerns also the fact that we do not have the time, or 
economic resources to conduct hands-on data observation in Chiapas; additionally, we are not in 
a position, economically and logistically speaking, to conduct interviews or request an audience 
with leading scholars and theorists who are involved in the field of study we are analyzing.  
 
Regarding the case study we are attempting to research we are fully aware of the ideological bias 
which naturally occurs in the process of conducting our fieldwork. In this case it is particularly 
resonant with the fact that we are investigating a revolutionary movement which carries an 
inclination to be biased, both from the researchers perspective and from the academics’ research. 
This concerns the predetermined ideological basis which researchers carry with them into the 
field, and is something which we are aware of, and will attempt to correct and dissuade as much 
as possible. 
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Self-determination in a globalized world 
  
“We are the product of 500 years of struggle: first against slavery, then during the Mexican War 
of Independence against Spain led by insurgents, then to avoid being absorbed by North 
American imperialism, then to promulgate our constitution and expel the French Empire from 
our soil, and later the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz denied us the just application of the Reform 
laws and the people rebelled and leaders like Villa and Zapata emerged, poor men just like us. 
We have been denied the most elemental preparation so they can use us as cannon fodder and 
pillage the wealth of our country. They don’t care that we have nothing, absolutely nothing, not 
even a roof over our heads, no land, no work, no health care, no food nor education. Nor are we 
able to freely and democratically elect our political representatives, nor is there independence 
from foreigners, nor is there peace or justice for ourselves and our children.” (EZLN 1, 1994) 
  
This chapter will focus on the importance of self-determination in the Zapatista movement. As 
this quote, also the first paragraph in the first declaration in January 1994, suggests, the struggle 
is characterised by having played a considerable part in Mexico’s history since the colonial 
period. The colonizers enslaved the indigenous Mexicans and branded the culture with a colonial 
wound (Mignolo, W.D, 2005) that has manifested itself into national conscious, suppression of 
indigenous peoples, as well as enforcing a euro-centric development discourse in the country. In 
the centuries after the period of colonialization, and as the world’s size decreased as a result of 
globalization, indigenous peoples and colonized peoples were subjugated as inferior, and have 
subsequently suffered the consequences of being a ‘marginalized majority’. In order to construct 
a comprehensive explanation of the Zapatistas’ struggle, this part of the project will examine 
what self-determination in a globalized world means and how the Zapatistas address the issue. 
  
As this chapter unfolds, the point of departure will be globalization and how neoliberal 
tendencies have created hierarchal inequality between the global north and the global south (with 
focus on Mexico). Additionally, an explanation of the Zapatistas struggle for self-determination 
will be elaborated on. 
Hereafter, examples from the Zapatista declarations will be understood in connection with 
modernity discourses; in this sense, modernity as a Western globalization project. The 
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investigation will then go in depth with the postcolonial conditions that still exists in Mexico and 
influences the discourse and treatment of indigenous people. 
  
Globalized Inequality 
The process causing this unequal world order, according to the publications from the Zapatistas, 
is mainly the process of globalization (EZLN 6, 2005). According to Roger Burbach, the director 
of the Centre for the Study of the Americas, UC Berkeley, the concept of globalization is 
dominantly an economic concept referring to the internationalization of economies and societies. 
He states that as the planet has become more integrated under the dominance of multinational 
corporations, tendencies of  “fragmentation, insecurity and dramatic upheaval caused by 
globalization that (...) eviscerated the traditional left and created what can be called a postmodern 
political age (…) Politics in the postmodern age is “de-centred”, with a wide variety of groups 
coming together on any given issue to challenge the established order” (Burbach 2001:2). These 
groups coming together, of which the Zapatistas constitutes an important example, are 
characterised as opposing of and questioning the processes of globalization. In Mexico, 
economic globalization manifested itself in the NAFTA agreement 1994. 
  
The objectives of the struggle for self-determination must be understood in relation to the 
hierarchical world order in which the oppositional global north contrasts global south, where 
‘Third Worldism’ is constructed. According to Arturo Escobar’s argumentation, the conditions 
allowing the construction of ‘Third Worldism’ are briefly explained: the global capitalist system 
as fuelled by the US American imperialism2 that naturally predisposes the concept of inequality, 
to which resistance is a necessity: “Equally great is the indubitable necessity of resisting a now 
global market-determined economy that commands, in more irrefutable tone than in the past, the 
world to be organised for exploitation and that nothing else will do” (Escobar, A., 2004:208). 
'Third Worldism' as a concept, in this sense, is seen to condone the exploitation of those 'losers' 
by the 'winners' of the processes of globalization. Burbach, in saying this, refers to the notion that 
globalization has divided nation states into either the Global South or the North, whilst the 
                                                
2
 On imperiality: “The new empire thus operates not so much through conquest, but through the 
imposition of norms (free-markets, US-style democracy and cultural notions of consumption, and so 
forth) (…) It is clear that this new Global Empire (‘the New World Order of the American imperial 
monarchy’) articulates the ‘peaceful expansion’ of the free-market economy with omnipresent violence in 
a novel regime of economic and military globality” (Escobar, A., 2004:214) 
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majority of wealth becomes increasingly concentrated. This approach for understanding global 
inequality is also taken up by the Zapatistas in their claims as to how they see Mexico, and how 
they see the world. In the Sixth Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle, the Zapatistas directly 
address the Neoliberal Globalization to be the main propagators of the unequal state of the world 
structure, especially emphasizing the idea that neoliberal globalization is unequal in such a way 
that a minority of the world conquers the rest: 
  
“The global capitalists insert themselves everywhere, in all the countries, in order to do their big 
business, their great exploitation. Then they respect nothing, and they meddle wherever they 
wish. As if they were conquering other countries. That is why we Zapatistas say that neoliberal 
globalization is a war of conquest of the entire world, a world war, a war being waged by 
capitalism for global domination” (EZLN 6, 2005). 
  
The Zapatistas directs their focus towards ‘the world’ in the Sixth Declaration to narrate the 
problems from a global scale affecting the local – or the country Mexico. Capitalism is posited as 
the main argument as to why inequality on a world scale is ever increasing. They recognize that 
capitalism is the strongest characteristic of the current world order – in the Zapatista description 
of capitalism it seems a hinderance for self-determination: 
 
“And capitalism also makes its wealth from plunder, or theft, because they take what they want 
from others, land, for example, natural resources. So capitalism is a system where the robbers 
are free and they are admired and used as examples. And, in addition to exploiting and 
plundering, capitalism represses because it imprisons and kills those who rebel against 
injustice” (Sixth Declaration 2005). 
 
What can be further derived from this quote is the conceptual understanding of indigenous 
people as inferior groups suffering from the dispossession of land, natural resources and culture. 
This ‘dispossessing’ can be understood as how capitalism manifests itself and interferes within 
indigenous communities and lands. Under the conditions of world capitalism, neoliberal 
globalization can further expand. 
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Another repercussion of neoliberal policies of economic development is the increasing 
marginalization of the social majorities of the world – that the actual minorities come to consume 
and extract the natural and cultural spaces of the majority  (Esteva and Prakash, 1998:4). This is 
critical as the social majorities as a consequence become marginalized: “Forced out of their 
centuries-old traditional communal spaces into the modern world, they suffer every imaginary 
indignity and dehumanization by the minorities who inhabit it. The only hope of a human 
existence, of survival and flourishing for the “social majorities,” therefore, lies in the creation 
and regeneration of post-modern spaces” (ibid). Esteva and Prakash’s reflection on the 
implications of modernization wherein the marginalized majorities suffer the consequences of 
the minority rule, is immediately resonant with the Zapatistas’ struggle. This attitude espouses 
the social majority’s struggle against such acts of oppression as the dispossession of land, and 
champions the recreation of space in order to accommodate and settle the imbalance between the 
superiors and inferiors. 
  
Esteva emphasizes the economic impact of globalization on a world scale. He points out the 
world power structure as being run by the ‘global man’ - as the advanced state from a 
‘superman’ who operates on a more local level - and the global man consisting of a few goliaths; 
the world being run by corporations and higher institutions where local institutions lose their 
autonomy to the new economic development - transnational corporations in a corporate world. 
Additionally, globalizing processes are seen as undemocratic - all global action happen at a local 
scale – and it is only a global project when it is felt locally; as when the ‘goliaths’’ economic 
widening impacts local environments: such as the displacement of native indigenous 
communities to make way for the construction of oil-drilling facilities in Chiapas. Culturally, 
Esteva speaks of globalization/global thinking as a kind of process of homogenization to a few 
powerful institutions. He also talks of the global as being a Western project that is universalized, 
this way, he says “opacity is easier to maintain when the institution is acknowledged as a global 
force to be contended with”. This relates back to the point about the goliaths (global institutions) 
who through this universalization can appear as a global force “to be contended with” (Esteva, 
G., and Prakash, M.S., 1998).  
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Globalization has been presented mainly as a global economic project that is characterized as 
emanating from a few ‘sources’, hereby implying the specific regions of the world (to be 
elaborated on in relation to modernization), and global economic institutions. However, in order 
to establish a more coherent bond with globalization and the Zapatistas’ struggle for self-
determination, it is not enough to direct a focus on economic interests, but definitions touching 
more sociological aspects. For instance, focusing on dimensions of social, political and cultural 
characters. Professor in sociology Boaventura de Sousa Santos focuses on these dimensions 
when arguing that globalization consists of sets of social relations; when these relations change, 
so does globalization. Additionally, conflicts are inherent in social relations in which there will 
be winners and losers. So when globalization is the successful outcome of one localism, it means 
that this localism has succeeded in winning the conflict, regardless of either social, political or 
cultural character. An example of this can be seen in Chiapas where the indigenous civilization 
has been conquered by a distant localism in a political dimension. NAFTA is thus the political 
dimension of globalization that has manifested itself in Mexico and affected the local 
civilizations in Chiapas. 
 
Rather than talking of ‘the’ globalization, Santos argues for multiple globalizations as he states: 
“Any comprehensive concept should always be procedural rather than substantive (...) if 
globalizations are bundles of social relations, the latter are bound to involve conflicts, hence, 
both winners and losers (...), the discourse on globalization is the story of winners as told by the 
winners. Actually, the victory is apparently so absolute that the defeated end up vanishing from 
the picture altogether” (Santos 1998). In this quote, Santos clarifies the importance of thinking of 
the term of globalization as not only a process of economic expansion and transnationalization of 
capital, but rather a concept that entails power value - a term being used by winners. 
To clarify Santos’ definition of globalization: “it is the process by which a given local condition 
or entity succeeds in expanding its reach over the globe and, by doing so, develops the capacity 
to designate a rival social condition or entity as local. The most important implications of this 
definition are the following. “First, in the conditions of Western capitalist world system, there is 
no genuine globalization. What we call globalization is always the successful globalization of a 
given localism. In other words there is no global condition for which we cannot find a local root, 
a specific cultural embeddedness. I can think of no entity without such a local grounding” 
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(Santos, B.S., 1998). In this understanding, globalization implies hegemonic dominance, hence, 
one world - instead of recognizing other worlds and globalizations. This supports the argument 
of globalization as a hegemonic, Western, capitalist project that marginalizes other forms of 
localisms. The local root from which globalizations thus emanates from will be indicative for the 
development. Returning to the Zapatistas, globalization has consolidated itself with a Western 
root in the indigenous civilizations; the inequality forced upon indigenous peoples in Mexico 
thus presents itself as the successful globalization of the Western ‘localism’. 
 
Self-determination 
The struggle for self-determination is in the Zapatista terminology a reconstruction project. 
Reconstructing dignity, recognition and acknowledgement of indigenous peoples and other 
societal groups suffering from the categorization of inferiority - the marginalization caused by 
the ‘Western localism’. The Zapatistas argue strongly against the legitimized battle that 
confronts them from the government’s side. This is why they call for a dignified resistance. 
This part of the chapter seeks to go in depth with the following aspects of self-determination with 
the focus on the struggle for recognition of indigenous peoples in Mexico; how the Zapatistas 
define their struggle, why self-determination is important for them and on which theoretical basis 
self-determination for indigenous peoples can be explained. The chapter will touch upon the 
critiques of dispossession of land, history and knowledge.  
  
To gain a more comprehensive understanding of the Zapatistas’ pursuit of self-determination, the 
concept will be discussed with a focus on how globalization entails global inequality among 
peoples. This inequality will be discussed through the following different notions: the concept of 
indigeneity, postcolonial conditions, knowledge generation, the theory of subjecthood and the 
critique of eurocentrism.  
 
For the Zapatistas these issues can be understood in the light of post-colonial issues: how the 
world was divided and categorized throughout the colonial period. An aspect showing this 
division of the world is the labelling of what is the first, second and third world.  
The first world is predominantly understood as a term covering the ‘developed’ and 
industrialized countries, predominantly Western countries that have adopted the neoliberal 
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discourse of development and perspective on market mechanisms, many of which used to be 
colonial powers or empires . 
The much criticized dominant ‘empire’ since World War II has by many scholars been seen as 
the USA. Before World War II, the empowerment from the colonial dominators over the 
colonized countries came to have a historical impact on these countries and left them with a 
dominant development discourse: especially for the Latin American countries, this discourse was 
called Eurocentrism (Mignolo, 2005). The colonial divisions of the parts of the world 
constructed the considerations of which parts of the world became inferior in relation to others - 
this developed into the division of the Global North and the Global South. To explain further 
what coloniality means in this sense, Walter Mignolo focuses on the links between coloniality 
and modernity. This links to the idea of modernity by saying: “While we no longer have the 
overt colonial domination of the Spanish or British models, the logic of coloniality remains in 
force in the “idea” of the world that has been constructed through modernity/coloniality” 
(Mignolo, 2005:15). In this sense, the way we idealize over the world has only been build for us 
through our notion of what is modern - coloniality. 
  
The inequalities that this world division has brought are also explicit in the question of identity 
and indigenous people. It relates to the marginalization that the development discourse has 
entailed for the people not following the same pace or direction of development; in this case the 
indigenous minorities living in Chiapas in Mexico. 
“In some ways it was about questioning our identities and realizing the existence of long-
standing unsatisfied historical demands, in a country that was being presented by its government 
and its politicians, both to itself and to the world, as the “waiting room of the first world.” 
(Manzo interview 1997 in Midnight Notes 2001:25-26) It was also the confirmation of enduring 
historical continuities of cultural elements in the mentalities of broad sectors of the population, in 
this case of the indigenous people in Chiapas; the rediscovery of new revolutionary ideas arising 
from the interaction between academics, writers, intellectuals, social activists, and the indigenous 
people” (ibid). In this quote, from Zapotec (indigenous tribe in Chiapas) Carlo Manzo, 
reclaiming identity is important in order to deviate from the constructed categorization of 
indigenous people that was legitimized throughout the colonial epoch. Furthermore, it positioned 
indigenous people in the ‘waiting room of the first world’.  
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Modernity 
The distance that is created between worlds as a result of the global inequality is further 
ingrained by a certain development discourse, which in this part of the chapter will be 
understood as the Western phenomenon ‘Modernity’. Many postmodern scholars writing about 
the Zapatistas are focused on the discourse of development that globalization seems to entail. 
This discourse is from various points of view described as euro-centrism and westernization.  
The latter entails the idea of western knowledge dominance; Frédérique A. Marglin refers to a 
PRATEC’s3 definitions of knowledge, technologies and worldviews when coining the term of 
western knowledge: “By ‘modern western knowledge’ PRATEC refers to what originated in 
Western Europe and now has a global reach and continues to be imported and channelled to the 
rural areas through all manner of development endeavors” (Marglin, F.A., 1995). What made this 
expansion possible was the colonial period that centuries earlier manifested the Western idea in 
the ‘new’ lands taken as colonies. 
  
This Eurocentric development discourse revolves around the notion of how development should 
unfold in all parts of the world. Euro-centrism however assumes historical processes to be linear 
rather than cyclical. In other words, that history can be understood as a line in which modernity 
seems to be the goal of destination. In this sense, modernity becomes a project for the few, 
which, by critics, seem to impose its values on the rest of the world. To suggest that the 
modernity project neglects other forms of development is also to acknowledge that there is not 
only one globalization, rather globalizations, as earlier argued. The idea of modernity prevails in 
such a way that other forms of development or histories are suppressed (Mignolo, 2005). 
  
The discourse on modernity is criticized as being deeply rooted as a European phenomena, 
emanating from a few dominant Western circles. 
                                                
3
 The PRATEC (Proyecto Andino de Tecnologias Campesinas) is a group of indigenous writers in the 
Peruvian Andes founded in 1987. Its members consist of academics and governmental bureaucrats who 
left their positions to form NGOs devoted to researching and writing about Andean technologies, 
knowledge and worldview (Marglin, F.A., 1995). 
3
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Arturo Escobar argues that modernity emanates from European centres by raising the notions of 
modernity as grounded in historical events, sociological changes, cultural changes and 
philosophical considerations (Escobar, 2004). 
Historically, modernity was heavily linked to the processes that pushed Europe forward towards 
industrialization: the spatial origins relate to 17th century northern Europe where the 
Reformation, the Enlightenment, and the French revolution unfolded. These processes laid the 
base for the current of Industrial revolution in the 18th century. 
In a sociological relation, modernity was rooted in institutions, where mainly the emergence of 
nation-states became the framework for self-reflexivity, how social life became disembedded 
from local context and how there came to be, as Escobar argues, new distantiations of space and 
time. Philosophically, Escobar argues for the emergence of the idea of ‘Man’ as the centre and 
foundation of all knowledge about the world – ‘Man’ which became gradually more separate 
from the divine and the natural – “Recent anthropological investigations of ‘modernity at large’ 
have shown modernity to be de-territorialized, hybridised, contested, uneven, heterogeneous, 
even multiple, or in terms of conversing with, engaging, playing with, or processing modernity. 
Nevertheless, in the last instance these modernities end up being a reflection of a Eurocentred 
social order (…) This inability to go beyond modernity is puzzling and needs to be questioned as 
part of any effort to imagine beyond the third World” (Escobar 2004:211).  
Escobars’ point of modernity as being uneven and heterogeneous reflects the Zapatistas struggle 
in fighting the idea of modernity – the Zapatistas call out for a new idea of thinking modernity by 
being more inclusive, less uneven. 
 
Postcoloniality 
Going in further depth with the focus on European influence and dominance over global 
modernity discourses it is relevant for this understanding to take in the perspective of the 
postcolonial conditions that have equally influenced the society and lives for indigenous people 
in Chiapas, Mexico. From the introducing quote of this chapter (“We are the product of 500 
years of struggle…”) we come to understand that the Zapatistas fight for self-determination is 
rooted various periods in history where indigenous people have found themselves suppressed. 
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In outlining the original colonization period of America, Walter Mignolo argues “colonization of 
being is nothing else than producing the idea that certain people do not belong to history – that 
they are non-beings” (Mignolo, W.D., 2005:4). 
By producing this idea of inferior peoples fuels the power dominance and categorizes some 
people on the margins of society. When categorizing some people as non-beings and thereby not 
belonging to history is also to assume that there is one history.  
 
Frederique Marglin argues in an article on decolonization for Yvonne Dion-Buffalo and John 
Mohawk’s explanation on how colonized people find themselves falling into one of three 
categories: good subjects, bad subjects or non-subjects. This idea of colonised subjects also 
explains how the Eurocentric epistemology has tended to subjugate the colonized in order to 
uphold their power dominance. This is viewed in the way that people (subjects) may or may not 
cooperate or follow the line of development - e.g. how they adjust to the changes that 
globalization brings. Good subjects corporate and ‘take on’ the heritage from the colonial powers 
(these can be understood as people supporting the transnational free trade agreement by living 
along with the neoliberal idea); the bad subjects refuse to take part in this discourse of 
development by revolting (can be understood as leftist revolutionary groups that since World 
War II arose in various parts of Latin America); the non-subjects, however, refers to groups of 
people that are not even accounted for in the development discourse. Non-subjects clearly refers 
to indigenous peoples and their traditions - they have legitimately been labelled as minorities and 
subjected as symbols of national heritage and traditional ways of living. Hence, they are 
perceived as a cultural group dying out, belonging to a different age in time, which are 
unproductive and inefficient for the newer, ‘modern’ ways of living and developing.    
  
“They want to take the land so that our feet have nothing to stand on. They want to take our 
history so that our world and we will be forgotten and die. They do not want Indians. They want 
us dead (…) 
The powerful want our silence. When we were silent, we died, without the word we did not exist. 
We fight against this loss of memory, against the death and for life. We fight the fear of a death 
because we have ceased to exist in memory. When the homeland speaks its Indian heart, it will 
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have dignity and memory (…) Only those who give up their history are consigned to oblivion” 
(EZLN 4, 1996). 
  
This is the main point of colonization: that history gets to be told by the winners. Mignolo argues 
that the entire continent of America has emerged from a European consciousness; “The entire 
continent emerged as such in the European consciousness as a massive extent of land to be 
appropriated and of people to be converted to Christianity, and whose labour could be 
exploited”. 
In extension to this, Mignolo stresses the importance of a separate understanding of coloniality 
and colonialism: colonialism, he argues, relates to the historical periods of which certain places 
were under imperial domination, whereas coloniality “refers to the logical structure of colonial 
domination underlying the Spanish, Dutch, British, and US of the Atlantic economy and politics, 
and from there the control and management of almost the entire planet” (Mignolo, W.D., 2005:6-
7) 
Walter Mignolo argues “you cannot be modern without being colonial” (Mignolo, 2005:6-7), 
which means that both modernity and coloniality actually constitute the same frame of mind, 
coloniality is therefore entails ‘supporting’ the idea of modernity. 
 
The post-colonial approach to the understanding of indigenous peoples’ aim of self-
determination is especially useful in the way this approach offers the emphasis on the power 
relations. Especially, how the colonizers’ dominance manifested itself throughout the indigenous 
peoples’ history: “Postcolonial attention to indigeneity and the concerns of Indigenous peoples 
emphasize expressions and materializations of power, particularly as those expressions and 
materializations inform relationships between colonial subjects and Indigenous peoples (…) 
Colonial control over land, for example, relied upon processes of ideological and discursive 
‘othering’4, in which Indigenous peoples were constructed as opposed and inferior to Euro-
colonial peoples” (Cameron et al, 2009:355).  
                                                
4
 ”A way of defining and securing one’s own positive identity through the stigmatization of an other; the 
self-identity of the colonizer and its culture is defined as superior through the identification of an inferior, 
opposite, colonized other” (McEwan 2009:327) 
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This ‘othering’ is in this project understood as a term suggesting multiple variations: inferiority, 
minority, the eurocentric discourse on development, indigenous peoples becoming subjugated as 
the opposition, as well as the essentialist understanding of their culture, history and knowledge5   
The power dominance over knowledge production has consequences for the understandings of 
history, culture and the cultural epistemology as a whole. If the perception of knowledge 
generation emphasize knowledge as the root of history making and understandings, the power 
over knowledge must be essential in assuming power over people, regions and ‘worlds’. 
 
Indigeneity 
The EZLN classify themselves as an indigenous movement and very explicitly express the need 
for recognition for not only indigenous peoples but also the marginalised. From the Fourth 
Declaration of the Lacandona Jungle, the Zapatistas specify in which ways the indigenous 
peoples are marginalised and made inferior subjects. 
  
“TO THE PEOPLE OF MEXICO: TO THE PEOPLES AND GOVERNMENTS OF THE 
WORLD: BROTHERS AND SISTERS: 
  
● Our fight is for a roof over our heads which has dignity and the bad government destroys 
our homes and our history 
● Our fight is for knowledge and the bad government distributes ignorance and disdain 
● Our fight is for respect for our right to sovereignty and self-government, and the bad 
government imposes laws of the few on the many 
● Our fight is for history and the bad government proposes to erase history 
● Our fight is for the homeland, and the bad government dreams with the flag and the 
language of foreigners”  
(EZLN 4, 1996) 
  
                                                
5
 Production of knowledge should in this regard be understood as a power tool when assumed that the 
knowledge discourse shapes the generalization of knowledge through culture and identity. The 
epistemology forms the basis of cultures and then the epistemology being rooted in knowledge is 
important. 
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To give an introduction to this part of the chapter, the following paragraphs will provide a 
clarification of the indigeneity concept. Within human geography the original notion of 
indigenous people tended to link to natural environments as well as entailing essentialist 
understandings of their culture and identity. However, within more recent (within the 21st 
century) geographers have taken a more critical stance on the concept. The general 
understanding of indigeneity has been made to represent the past, the pre-modern and what is 
lost; “Indigeneity is not only about geographic origins, then, but it also involves an on-going 
interdigitation with place and ecology” (Cameron et al 2009).  
  
The discourse towards indigenous people in Mexico have been characterised by essentialist 
notions. These notions suggest that indigenous people are not fit for taking proper part in the 
modernization but rather, since the indigenous people are referred to as a people ‘living in the 
trees’, they are hardly taken in as subjects that belong to the ‘new’ and modern Mexico. 
  
The two most prevalent problematics regarding indigeneity are firstly the validation and respect 
for the Mexican indigenous claims for own identity and their epistemology. Secondly, it is the 
recognition of their ideas of tradition and history in opposition to the Eurocentric consciousness 
imposed as developmental, modern discourse. This discourse is criticised for being positivist and 
overlooking of indigenous people as living in the contemporary world (Cameron et al, 
2009:354). 
By this understanding of what ‘Indigenous people’ entails, the neglect of indigenous people in 
the modernity discourse is legitimised as indigeneity from this point of view suggests a definition 
of what belongs to the past and the primitive, whereas the modernity development presumes in a 
linear historical development that takes in the Western idea. 
  
Looking beyond the cultural and historical aspect of the being inferior groups in society, 
indigeneity also inclines more basic notions of dispossession. Dispossession of land, resources 
and economic networks are also the results for the categorization of indigenous peoples. 
“Indigenous peoples experience a disproportionate share of ecological harm wrought by 
globalized capitalist development. To be Indigenous, in that sense, is to have diminished access 
to the world’s resources, to the political and economic networks of power that manage and 
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distribute those resources, and to be more vulnerable to ecological problems such as drought, 
erosion, pollution, natural hazards, deforestation, and so on” (Cameron et al, 2009:356). 
  
Dispossession of knowledge 
“Many words walk in the world. Many worlds are made. Many worlds are made for us. There 
are words and worlds which are lies. There are words and worlds which are truths and truthful. 
We make true words. We have been made from true words” (EZLN 4, 1996) 
  
The Zapatista struggle for self-determination is heavily characterized by the indigenous rights 
and identity claims. But in length with the understanding of indigeneity and the actual goals, it is 
important also to understand the struggle against the dispossession of knowledge/epistemology. 
In terms of development, the epistemology applied is fundamental for the direction of what 
‘truth’ is. Foucault’s works on investigating the source of our knowledge evolves around how the 
“truth” of the discourses is given which variants there are in the creation of regimes of truth. 
From Foucault’s point of view, the chosen discourse in conveying something also entails the 
establishment of concepts and categories rather than conveying what is already re-existent. For 
history, in this sense, history is also made with a chosen discourse. In relation to the paragraphs 
on post-coloniality for example, the establishment of indigenous people as inferior and 
‘undeveloped’ falls under this idea of establishing concepts through the chosen discourse. To 
Foucault, it is important to search for the truth that this discourse is producing (Cresswell, 2009). 
That truth is in relation to the Zapatistas the truth of acknowledging indigenous traditions and 
history not only as belonging to the past but to bring out the knowledges and ideas from the part 
of society to the benefit for all. 
  
In order to establish a more direct description of how the differences and oppositions between 
what is Western and what is ‘indigenous/global south epistemic’ could be understood, the 
following schema by Bolivian philosopher Javier Medina who offers a more divisional 
explanation. The schema must be understood in relation to the understanding of the concept 
Buen Vivir, which in this sense is to be understood as a perspective within the Latin American 
indigenous epistemology of ‘the good life’: 
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Western Amerindian Thinking 
Unity Parity 
Individualism Communitarianism 
Fixation on the Father: Law Fixation on the Mother: Nature 
Being (static, abstract) Becoming (cyclical, concrete) 
Anthropomorphic Cosmomorphic 
Individual ethic Cosmic morality 
Homo faber Homo mayeuticus6 
Monotheism Animism 
Time-centric: history, progress, 
development 
Space-centric: Suma Qamaña 
  
 
Firstly, unity as in opposition to parity represent the critique from the Zapatista declarations. For 
the EZLN, being an indigenous movement, the idea of the more communed solidarity represents 
inclusion. 
  
Another term indicating the Western thinking is the extent to which there is an acknowledgement 
of multiple knowledges of the world. Knowledge production is power and the discourse of 
knowledge will be determining the frames for further cultural development. The Western model 
of knowledge production relates back to the distinction of Global South and Global North 
production of knowledge. Boaventura Santos argues that there exist two forms of knowledge: 
knowledge-as-regulation and knowledge-as-emancipation.  
Knowledge-as-regulation becomes a label for this Eurocentric modernity (the Western model of 
knowledge production) since the point of knowledge is reached when chaos is controlled. In the 
process of controlling chaos the point of departure is ignorance. In this sense, the indigenous 
civilizations in Mexico is, by the essentialist understanding, viewed as ignorant subjects. 
                                                
6
 Explanation of ‘homo mayeuticus’ by Gustavo Soto Santiesteban in an interview on ’El Buen Vivir and 
the Commons’: ”It refers to that way of living engaged in dialogue with the complex system of relations 
that is Nature. Nature is conceived of as a living being and not as a thing of which to make other things, 
and so it demands great interpretive skills. The interpretations are transmitted through oral expressions, 
everyday experience, the creativity of textiles, ceramics, musical instruments, festive rituals – in sum, 
through an integral technical/cultural system” (Bollier and Helfrich 2012:279) 
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Knowledge can thus be understood as the tool used to regulate the chaos. So from a colonial 
view, these indigenous civilization were provided emancipation from their ignorance, however, 
“though claiming to be a form of knowledge-as-emancipation, [the ‘knowledge process’] rapidly 
became a form of knowledge-as-regulation” (Santos 1998:128). 
Knowledge-as-emancipation relates to the outcome of knowledge being solidarity - therefore, the 
point of ignorance was constructed by colonialism where ‘the other’ 
(traditional/local/indigenous) were not recognized as a subject of knowledge. The point of 
knowledge is reached when this ‘the other’ is recognised in an equal level as a subject of 
knowledge, hence solidarity. 
“The emancipatory character of this new societal paradigm lies in the extremely broad principle 
of recognizing the other as an equal, such reciprocal recognition being nothing else but the 
modern principle of solidarity” (Santos, 1998:129). Knowledge-as-emancipation is thus used as a 
term covering the solidaric form of cultural exchange.  
In contrast, what happened to the indigenous peoples in Mexico was the application of 
‘knowledge-as-regulation’ - in order to dominate the indigenous people, their knowledges had to 
be regulated rather than recognized as equal levels of knowledge production. This is why the 
EZLN in the 4th Declaration, as quoted earlier in this chapter, define their fight as being for 
knowledge, history and their homeland.  
  
The political and theoretical influences to the EZLN’s struggle are rooted in the importance of 
self-determination for the inferior - the indigenous - peoples of Mexico. The marginalization of 
indigenous peoples in Mexico, and the world, can in the current world be understood as caused 
by neoliberal globalization. This further subjugation as an inferior group of the Mexican society 
was first manifested in the colonial period where the Spanish conquered the indigenous 
civilizations. The colonial wound caused by the colonisers have further embodied the 
postcolonial period in shape of a Eurocentric modernity discourse. The euro-centrism links to the 
understanding of neoliberal globalization as enforcing homogenization among many of the 
worlds cultures. This is what the Zapatistas are opposed to.  
From investigating the struggle for self-determination, next step is to go in depth with how these 
marginalised people become an integrated part of the revolution; the EZLN emphasizes the 
importance of making each individual in the network equally powerful in transmitting the words 
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of the revolution. Relying on the people they are also fighting for is to reinforce their 
significance and it creates a decentralised nature of the movement. 
 
Limitations in literature 
In terms of utilizing the approach of postcolonialism, there are critique points that must be taken 
into consideration. It can be argued that postcolonialism is substantially more rooted in 
theoretical assumptions rather than material concerns. Also, postcolonial theory has been 
criticised for being preoccupied only with the past. In applying postcolonial theory, emphasis is 
furthermore put on discourse, which, critics would argue, will focus heavily on how colonial 
power relations persist. However, the postcolonial approach is in this chapter used specifically to 
focus on the relationship between postcolonialism and global capitalism, but we are aware that 
this theory cannot solely explain the power relations between the Global South and the Global 
North.  
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Revolutionary Communications Strategies  
 
“Chiapas has been a war of ink, written words, a war on the Internet” 
(José Angel Gurria - Mexican Secretary of Foreign Affairs from 1994 to 1997) 
 
Practices 
The initial effort of promoting the movement and the intentions of the EZLN through traditional 
forms of communication were not very successful. In fact, the EZLN tried to create their own 
channels of radio, with Radio Zapata, and printed newspaper, with El Despertador, but they did 
not get the audience reach expected (Pitawanakwat, 2000). El Despertador, for example, went 
out of print at its very early stage.  
In the case of the use of radio for communication, Radio Zapata was created in 1994 the day of 
the declaration of war to Mexico. The EZLN occupied that day the radio station XEOCH in 
Ocosingo, city in Chiapas, where they installed Radio Zapata and started broadcasting the First 
Declaration of Selva Lacandona and, afterwards, inviting its citizens to join the uprisings against 
the Mexican government. 
When it comes to mainstream national and international media channels the EZLN gained much 
importance in the first years of the uprisings (Pitawanakwat, 2000). The Zapatistas were inviting 
press to interview their high ranked members and to move freely in the zones controlled by them. 
The problem started when mainstream media channels were giving different versions of the facts 
occurring in Chiapas. There was indeed a stark contrast between independent channels and 
government-controlled ones (Pitawanakwat, 2000). Marcos called for the closure of Televisa, the 
national public television channel, for giving very distorted versions of the facts (Pitawanakwat, 
2000). 
 
The most accessible form of communication for the EZLN with the governmental authorities and 
civil society was through its communiqués. Communiqués were usually signed by CCRI-CG 
(Clandestine Revolutionary Indigenous Committee - General Command) or by Subcomandante 
Marcos. In the first two months of conflict, from the 1st of January to the 1st of March of 1994, 
the EZLN produced 72 communiqués, which, with a characteristic and genuine poetic 
vocabulary, were written in Spanish, translated to English in Texas and, finally, distributed 
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internationally (Pitawanakwat, 2000). The problem that their initial communiqués had was that 
they were carried by messengers which often suffered long delays. 
Those delay problems were solved when the EZLN started using the Internet as a communication 
channel. The use of it started as a necessity when, in 1994, President Salinas ordered a military 
cordon to be built around the camps EZLN had set up bases (Russell, 2001). Non-military access 
to the area within the cordon was forbidden, especially to press (Russell, 2001). The Zapatistas 
started broadcasting their messages and communiques through diverse channels online, all this 
information was then retransmitted by different NGOs, independent communication channels, 
and other supporters around the world (Russell, 2001). The wave of information arrived to such a 
level that the uprisings going on in Chiapas reached the mainstream media channels from all 
over the world, which pressured the Mexican government to order a ceasefire just nine days after 
the creation of the military cordon (Russell, 2001). The reason of it was that foreign investors 
started pressing the Mexican government to solve their problems in Chiapas, threatening to 
withhold their investments in the country (Russell, 2001). The Mexican economy was in 1994 
based on an “economic bubble” built out of the foreign investments in the country (Martinez-
Torres, 2001). The lack of trust of those investors would have provoked a huge crisis which 
would have paralyzed the entire economy (Martinez-Torres, 2001). The information and 
materials published in the USA and Europe were much more important than the information that 
Mexican society could receive. Foreign investors opinion was definitely much more important 
than the Mexican general one (Martinez-Torres, 2001). 
 
In 1995 the EZLN had to quit the use of Internet from its own servers, since the Mexican 
government received a donation from the United States’ government of high-technological 
devices to track the specific geographical position from where communiqués were issued 
(Pitawanakwat, 2000). In order to keep their strategical positions secret, the EZLN started 
sending their communiqués through active members who published them from their own 
computers, thus bypassing the Government’s attempts to construct a Web cordon much like the 
military cordon around Chiapas (Pitawanakwat, 2000). 
 
The 9th of February of 1995 was another crucial date in understanding the importance of the 
Internet for the EZLN revolutionary movement. That day, the recently elected Mexican President 
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Ernesto Zedillo ordered to break the ceasefire with the Zapatista movement and to capture the 
major leaders of the Zapatista movement (Russell, 2001). 
In the days following, active supporters of the the EZLN started posting intensively about the 
situation via Chiapas95 (Russell, 2001). Chiapas95 was an online mailing ‘list’ where news and 
debates regarding Chiapas were communicated (Russell, 2001). The release of the list got so 
much importance online internationally, that the communiqués written by Subcomandante 
Marcos and the rest of the movement arrived again to the mainstream media; not just the national 
but the international media as well (Russell, 2001). The great international pressure on President 
Zedillo, who wanted to show that the conditions in Mexico were stable in order to keep trading 
and forming new transnational partnerships, made him call off the ceasefire with the EZLN and 
restart the negotiations process the 15th of February (Russell, 2001). 
These six days of mediatic pressure showed the importance and power of the use of the Internet 
for the Zapatista movement (Russell, 2001).  
Tod Robberson, journalist of the Washington Post, wrote “With help of peace activists and rebel 
support groups here in the southern Chiapas state, the Zapatista message is spreading around the 
world, literally at lightning speed, thanks to the telephone links to the Internet computer 
network”  in the same days when the CNN was reporting that the power of Internet was forcing 
Zedillo to back up (Russell, 2001). 
 
Between the 9th to the 16th of February in the list Chiapas95 were posted more than 150 posts 
(Russell, 2001). 
Chiapas95 was created in 1994 by Harrison Cleaver, Associate Professor of the Economics 
department of the University of Texas and EZLN activist (Russell, 2001). 
The system was basic as it was an online mailing list which forwarded information to its 
members (Russell, 2001). When Chiapas95 arrived to more than 50 members, was possible 
register publicly to get into the mailing list (Russell, 2001). Cleaver could never revealed the 
actual number of members of the list, since it was continuously fluctuating, but he confirmed that 
it always remained in the hundreds (Russell, 2001). The real number of readers was much higher, 
since the information received in that list was automatically resent to other lists by other 
members of it (Russell, 2001). 
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The use of the communiques and the Internet allowed the EZLN to breakout from their 
geographical and political isolation imposed, first, by Salinas and afterwards by Zedillo 
(Pitawanakwat, 2000). As stated before, it also helped ease their dependence on traditional 
media, which could be biased towards the state, as in the case of Televisa, or simply difficult to 
maintain and distribute as in the case of El Despertador or Radio Zapata (Pitawanakwat, 2000). 
Finally it also helped to attract international attention and offered a direct link with potential 
supporters (Pitawanakwat, 2000). The networks created by NGOs and supporter groups to 
support the Zapatista cause were fundamental for the EZLN’s aims of expanding their message 
to a world audience (Pitawanakwat, 2000). La Neta, in Mexico, or Peacenet, in an international 
scale, are a good examples of it (Martinez-Torres, 2001). Both of them were networks where 
NGOs could share information and organise themselves to act in specific cases. The biggest 
example of the success of the international network cooperation was probably the creation of the 
CONAI. The CONAI (National Commission of Intermediation) was a national, and 
internationally, supported commission which its main task was to intermediate the process of 
negotiation between the EZLN and the government (Pitawanakwat, 2000). The CONAI was 
composed of members of different NGOs, organizations or other institutions which offer 
themselves to be witnesses of the relations between the government and the EZLN 
(Pitawanakwat, 2000). Part of CONAI was the Bishop of San Cristobal Samuel Ruiz which 
played a notorious role in the intermediations in the negotiations of San Andres.  
 
Through the Internet were also arranged their public events which arrived to have a really big 
affluence of people. Encuentros, or public meetings, were used to display the non-official 
support of civil society. Those encuentros could gather that section of civil society who wanted 
to participate in the Zapatista movement without being part of any organization or all of those 
members of organizations which could not officially support the EZLN for fear of government 
reprisals (Pitawanakwat, 2000). 
They also arranged international public meetings as in the case of the Hemisphere-Wide Forum 
of the Americas in 1996 or the Intergalactica that same year where 3000 delegates from 55 
different countries assisted (Pitawanakwat, 2000).  
In addition they also arranged, through the Internet, their two consultas. The consultas were 
public consultations regarding different subjects pertaining to the government or the EZLN.  
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The first one was organized in 1996 and consisted of eight questions regarding whether the 
EZLN should become a political organization. This consultation was promoted internationally 
and it was even possible to vote online (Pitawanakwat, 2000). 
The second, and biggest one, occurred in 1999. It was on a national scale and concerned whether 
the Mexican state had to implement the San Andrés Accords. 1.100 organizations participated as 
well as 27.000 volunteers (Pitawanakwat, 2000). Despite the efforts of the government to make 
the consultation look like an unimportant and irrelevant event, there were more voters than in the 
national elections from the previous year (Pitawanakwat, 2000). 
 
Myth building around Marcos 
Roland Barthes argued that certain communication forms build myths which give a natural 
justification to actions and ideologies (Russell, 2005). Myth building shapes characters and facts 
emphasizing the romantic parts of them (Russell, 2005). In this way, myths act straight into the 
feelings and gives a legitimacy to the actions of a group (Russell, 2005).  
The EZLN built around Marcos the symbol of the warrior against inequality (Russell, 2005). 
Marcos, as a symbol, extends beyond just a member of the EZLN - Marcos represents all of 
those people who feel oppressed or marginalized by their governments or societies (Russell, 
2005). It was made clear when, in 1994, the Mexican government led by Salinas started a rumour 
which stated that Marcos was gay. The main idea of the rumour was to give a negative image of 
Marcos in a country where great part of its citizens are catholic. The EZLN responded with a 
communiqué where was written the following fragment: 
 
"Marcos is gay in San Francisco, black in South Africa, an Asian in Europe, a Chicano in San 
Ysidro, an anarchist in Spain, a Palestinian in Israel, a Mayan Indian in the streets of San 
Cristobal, a gang member in Neza, a rocker in the National University, a Jew in Germany, an 
ombudsman in the Defense Ministry, a communist in the post-Cold War era, an artist without 
gallery or portfolio, a pacifist in Bosnia, a housewife alone on Saturday night in any 
neighborhood in any city in Mexico, a striker in the CTM, a reporter writing filler stories for the 
back pages, a single woman on the metro at 10 p.m., a peasant without land, an unemployed 
worker , an unhappy student, a dissident amid free-market economics, a writer without books or 
readers, and, of course, a Zapatista in the mountains of southeast Mexico. So Marcos is a human 
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being, any human being, in this world. Marcos is all the exploited, marginalized, and oppressed 
minorities, resisting and saying, `Enough!' " 
 
The image of Marcos in this way became the symbol of the EZLN - people around the world 
knew about Marcos even before knowing about the EZLN. From global demonstrations with the 
slogan ‘We are all Marcos’ to the street artist “Obey” painting Marcos’ masked face all over the 
streets of Los Angeles. 
The universality of the causes that the EZLN and Marcos were fighting for was probably what 
attracted so much attention from all over the world. Many NGOs felt that their causes were also 
defended by the EZLN and decided to support them (Pitawanakwat, 2000). 
Marcos in reality is not originally indigenous, neither born in Chiapas. The real name his is 
Rafael Sebastián Guillén Vicente and was a philosophy teacher in the public autonomous 
university of Mexico (UNAM).  
In 2014 in a communiqué of resignation of the Subcomandante Marcos the EZLN explained 
openly the reasons of the creation of the figure of Marcos. The communiqué stated the following: 
 
“Used to watch from above to the indigenous, they did not raised their eyes to look at us. Used 
to see us humiliated, their heart did not understand our worthy rebellion. They put their eyes in 
the only mestizo
7
 with a ski mask, meaning that they never looked.  
Our male and female leaders said so: “They just how small they are, let’s make somebody as 
small as them, to make them look at him and through him look at us”. 
That is how a complex strategy of distraction started, a terrible and magnificent magic trick, a 
malicious move from our indigenous heart that we are, the indigenous wisdom was defying 
modernity in one of their bastions: the media. 
That is how started the construction of a character called Marcos”.8 
 
                                                
7
 A mestizo is the term used for a person of mixed European and American Indian ancestry 
8
 Free translation from spanish: “Acostumbrados a mirar desde arriba a los indígenas, no alzaban la mirada para mirarnos. Acostumbrados a 
vernos humillados, su corazón no comprendía nuestra digna rebeldía. Su mirada se había detenido en el único mestizo que vieron con 
pasamontañas, es decir, que no miraron. Nuestros jefes y jefas dijeron entonces: “Sólo lo ven lo pequeño que son, hagamos a alguien tan 
pequeño como ellos, que a él lo vean y por él nos vean”. Empezó así una compleja maniobra de distracción, un truco de magia terrible y 
maravillosa, una maliciosa jugada del corazón indígena que somos, la sabiduría indígena desafiaba a la modernidad en uno de sus bastiones: 
los medios de comunicación. Empezó entonces la construcción del personaje llamado “Marcos” ”. 
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As it is possible to see the importance that Marcos gained in the EZLN was consciously created 
by the movement itself with the expectation of gaining more importance in the media. 
 
Communication theories 
Subcomandante Marcos articulates the three strategies of the EZLN in 2003, (Conant, pg 13): 
  
“The strategy we call fire, which refers to military actions, preparations, battles, military 
movements. And the one called the word, which refers to meetings, dialogues, communiqués, 
wherever there’s the word or silence, the absence of the word. The third strategy would be the 
backbone of everything else - the organizational process that the Zapatista communities evolve 
over time.” 
  
From its beginnings as a violent insurgency against the oppression of the Mexican state, the 
EZLN evolved into a revolution which, through a non-violent, yet equally disruptive "social 
netwar", have had national and regional repercussions for the Mexican state. Herein we will 
analyze the concepts, from the perspective of its communication strategy, which the EZLN have 
redefined in the process of rearticulating a revolutionary movement many analysts have come to 
call the ‘first postmodern political movement’. 
 
In analyzing the changes that have occurred, we will examine the evolution, both structurally and 
theoretically, in the process of rearticulating the EZLN form of revolution. 
In the days following the January 1994 events in Chiapas, Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos 
issued communiqués (press statements) decrying the government's handling of issues of 
neoliberalism and its effects on the indigena (indigenous) peoples of Mexico. In the process, 
Marcos also emphasized its goals wherein they aim not to seize power from the state, but rather 
to work outside of it while calling for Mexican and global civil society - that is, not other armed 
groups, but peaceful activists - to join in its struggle for social, economic, and political change. 
 
NGOs were quick to show their solidarity with the movement, which put pressure on the 
Mexican government to engage in negotiations at a critical point where the state was beginning 
to assert its military dominance. These NGOs were attracted by the possibility of supporting a 
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movement that claimed its local roots yet encouraged a global debate; this debate was possible 
because the EZLN claimed to be advocating for progressive changes for human rights and 
indigenous-rights as well as a wider debate around the neo-liberalist tendencies of the state. In 
doing so, the allied NGOs who associated with EZLN’s themes were involved in a mode of 
conflict in which they acted as the medium through which an international channel of discourse 
could occur to voice disapproval of the Mexican state. 
 
This could not have occurred without the Internet, which allowed for the formation of 
connections between the local areas of conflict (Chiapas) with the global sphere (NGOs, civil 
activists). This technological revolution changed the understanding of communication and 
redefined distances, as well as helping promote and expand globalization as well as the Western 
culture and values it carries (Martinez-Torres, 2001). It is a paradox then that, even if the Internet 
has been one of the main promoters of globalization and neoliberalism, the EZLN has been using 
it to propagate a contrary message.  
 
These are the basic tenements from which they derive their status as a "postmodern political 
movement". Through this delineation of their concept of revolution the EZLN have appealed to, 
and incorporated, powerful actors involving NGOs and civilians who could relate and who had 
associable ties to the EZLN themes of revolution. This rearticulated form of revolution was 
strategic, in that it allowed the EZLN to continue its struggle albeit in a non-violent fashion, 
while it eschewed virtues of modernity within a political movement that appealed to global civil 
society, and gave it an avenue to connect the local issue of Chiapas to a host of global issues. 
  
Netwar 
David Ronfeldt (1998) coined the term Netwar in describing this form of information revolution 
movement as being “a new mode of conflict in which the protagonists depend on using network 
forms of organization, doctrine, strategy and technology” (Ronfeldt, pg. XI). Shumate et al offer 
a definition wherein Netwar supersedes traditional forms of warfare: “In traditional wars, if one 
disables the leadership or normal channels of communication, the war is won. In netwar, 
however, the network adjusts quickly to the environment, continuing on the offensive on some 
fronts, and establishing alternative channels of communication” (Shumate et al., pg 76). Ronfeldt 
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explains it as acting in opposition to, yet sharing tendencies of, cyberwarfare; netwar differs from 
cyberwar in that it occurs much more in a societal spectrum, in which the “language” concerns 
low-intensity conflict (LIC) and “operations other than war (OOTW)”.   
Ronfeldt says netwar has also redefined the support base, which “includes a new generation of 
revolutionaries, radicals, and activists who are just beginning to create information-age 
ideologies, in which identities and loyalties may shift from the nation-state to the transnational 
level of ‘global civil society’” (Ronfeldt, pg 10) and calls for the increasing power of NGO 
networks to strengthen this global civil society to act as a check-and-balance to state and market 
actors. Shumate et al refer to this counter to state actors, when all-channel networks act together, 
using media as the outlet, to “support coherent internal narratives, to articulate a consistent story 
for the public, and to counter the stories being told by the organizations with whom they are in 
conflict” (Shumate et al, pg 76). Amongst other forms of action, Netwar relies on tactics of 
swarming, which John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt explain as “a seemingly amorphous, but 
deliberately structured, coordinated, strategic way to strike from all directions at a particular 
point or points” (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, pg 12). Swarming, in the case of the EZLN, occurs when 
“NGO activists, who may, for example, be blocking city intersections or emitting volleys of 
emails and faxes” (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, pg 12). A key observation to note however, is that 
netwar doesn’t pertain exclusively to the Net, but that a vital component of the outcome and 
conduct of netwar is found in its physical manifestation. 
The information revolution, accessed through the Net, has, at its base a core-requirement that old 
hierarchical forms are reconstructed to allow more networked forms of organization. Ronfeldt 
says that the rise of networks, in particular the all-channel networks, “means that power is 
migrating to nonstate actors, who are able to organize into sprawling multi organizational 
networks more readily than traditional, hierarchical, state actors can…who ever masters the 
network form stands to gain major advantages” (Ronfeldt, pg 7). We will discuss in further detail 
what forms of network are discerned, and which applies to the EZLN form of network. 
 
As society tends towards ever more information access, conflicts are increasingly dictated by 
information and communications concerns. As Ronfeldt argues, “psychosocial disruption may 
become more important than physical destruction”. This refers to the notion that, as the Internet 
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gains an increasing foothold in society, conflicts are favoring those who are in control of the 
flow of information (in allowing/ restricting information access) in knowing who, what, when, 
where, and why. These inclinations towards a media-oriented measure seeks to attract, rather 
than pressurize, and affects how secure a society, a military, or other actors “feel about its 
knowledge of itself and its adversaries” (Ronfeldt, pg 8). 
 
Organizationally the networks are described into three very different forms. Figure 1 illustrates 
below, pictorially, how such networks are typified: 
 
  
A key element, and a deviation from the traditional form of hierarchies, is the emphasis on the 
decentralized leadership, wherein there are no discernable fronts that can be targeted. In this way 
there may be multiple leaders, where decision-making and operationalization are allocated not to 
single actors, but to numerous, independent, yet related players. This allows connected players to 
make local initiatives and remain autonomous of the overarching network. Ronfeldt describes 
this form of decentralized leadership as being a “heterarchy”, or a “panarchy” wherein a long-
term, optimal design resides on the existence of shared principles, interests, and goals which 
every node (actor) embraces and works toward. This provides a “central ideational, strategic, and 
operational coherence that allows for tactical decentralization...so that the members do not have 
to resort to a hierarchy” (Ronfeldt, pg 14). 
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Zapatista implementation of Netwar 
“We do not want state power. It is civil society that must transform Mexico - we are only a small 
part of that civil society, the armed part - our role is to be the guarantors of the political space 
that civil society needs” 
- subcomandante Insurgente Marcos (From an interview for an editorial, “Insurgent Mexico and 
the Global South: A New Kind of Guerilla Movement?”, in Food First News and Views) 
  
Prior to the EZLN utilizing the Internet and linking NGOs to its movement, the EZLN were very 
much considered a traditional insurgent movement. Many analysts subscribe to the notion that, 
had the EZLN continued on it’s path of violent confrontation they would have had to resort to 
conventional means of counterinsurgency, which the Mexican government would have had little 
trouble in quelling. 
  
A primary reason for the ability of the Zapatista movement to so readily adopt netwar tactics lies 
within the organizational structure of the EZLN itself. With it’s social base in the indigena 
community, the EZLN naturally inclined for progressive reform for the indigenous peoples and 
eschewed ideals of communal values and social equality. As part of this importance placed on 
community, indigenous peoples were stringently of the opinion of a flat, decentralized model 
wherein decision-making is communal, and the community emphasizes its role as maintainer of 
harmony. In this way, the indigena philosophy translated into a Netwar wherein the structure is 
based on a decentralized hierarchy and where their idea of ‘many heads make better decisions 
than one’ is evident. 
  
This allowed for a swift, and coherent, shift of the movement’s insurgency towards an 
information revolution. The second layer of the Zapatista takes place in the EZLN leadership, 
which initially was tasked with waging the physical, guerilla warfare. This layer, the most 
hierarchical layer, was made up of mostly educated, middle class Mexicans with minimal Indian 
ancestry. While this layer made decisions, it took place within the indigenous sphere which 
retained its communal decision-making power; traditionally this took the form of the larger 
council. 
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Lastly the third layer consisted of the NGOs, both the local (Mexican) and transnational 
(primarily American and Canadian) who flocked to support the Zapatistas. This level forms the 
networked layer from an information revolution perspective and bellies the rearticulated 
revolutionary form of communication strategy. This is seen in the ideologies of the NGOs 
involved who distanced themselves from the notion of existing to seek power or to help others 
gain it. Instead, they believed in a model of global civil society which, through powerful 
networks, could potentially counteract state and market actors and play a role in public-policy 
decision making. Similar to the Zapatista movement the NGOs clarified their positions and 
ideologies early on, starting with the idea that this civil society would help form a model of 
networked channels that acted in tandem with one another, and help each other counteract the 
state. Apart from a dedication to nonviolent confrontation, the NGOs bellied many of the 
indigenous virtues such as respect for human rights, a cease-fire and withdrawal of the army, and 
freedom of information, amongst others. The NGOs realized the role of new media, which had 
helped raise consciousness of the situation, and used it to “disseminate information, to mobilize 
their forces, and to coordinate joint actions” (Ronfeldt, pg 52). In addition, many NGOs provided 
guidelines for how to conduct this new form of Internet-based revolution, commonly referred to 
today as electronic civil disobedience. Primarily from this layer, we see how the Zapatista 
revolution are descriptive of an all-channel network, as seen in Figure 1; with a decentralized 
leadership, and numerous decision-makers amongst the host of NGOs interconnected within this 
discursive web. 
  
In the process, two types of NGOs came to be defined: issue-oriented NGOs and network-
facilitating & infrastructure-building NGOs. Issue-oriented NGOs “whose identities and 
missions revolve around a specific issue area” (Ronfeldt, pg 53), associate themselves to the 
EZLN through common areas of interest such as human and indigenous rights. These NGOs play 
a more direct role as part of this global civil society, physically participating in various events. 
Network-facilitating & infrastructure-building NGOs, meanwhile, are “not defined by specific 
issues; rather, they assist other NGOs and activists, no matter the issue” (Ronfeldt, pg 54), and 
are more inclined to assist in organizing campaigns and marches and facilitating 
communications. A key aspect of the EZLN’s ability to recruit and coordinate this global civil 
society lay in the support from the local Diocese of the region of Chiapas, which provided a 
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physical node with which to connect the EZLN with civil society. The Diocese of San Cristóbal 
de Las Casas played a significant role in these mediations, acting as a credible neutral, and 
providing a middle way between two agitating sides who could trust in the confidence of the 
Diocese. 
  
Having established an organizational structure resembling an all-channel network the EZLN 
continued to emphasize increasing its information operations. This they did through its efforts at 
mobilizing civil society, which they saw key to countering the State’s obvious militaristic 
advantages. The EZLN subsequently transformed the mode of revolution at the turn of the 
century, changing specifically the way in which conflicts were increasingly dictated by those 
who controlled the information flow, rather than by traditional aims of overthrowing the regime 
and suppressing demonstrations. Marcos realized the significance of civil society in order to 
continue its struggle saying as much in a communiqué: “war will be exorcised by the pressure 
put on by civil society throughout the country to fulfill the agreements...the problem will arise if 
civil society becomes exhausted, tired, collapses; in that case everything will be left loose and 
then they will jump on us through the military route” (From a statement by Subcomandante 
Marcos, in Special Bulletin Conflict in Chiapas) . This pressure to which Marcos refers to is 
explained by John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt as the swarming tactic, which is enacted both 
physically and through networks, and is “a seemingly amorphous, but deliberately structured, 
coordinated, strategic way to strike from all directions at a particular point or points” (Arquilla & 
Ronfeldt, pg 12). ‘Striking’, in connection to the EZLN, occurs through “NGO activists, who 
may, for example, be blocking city intersections or emitting volleys of emails and faxes” 
(Arquilla & Ronfeldt, pg 12).  As a result of the sustained, collaborative pressure exerted by 
these affiliated NGOs, through swarming tactics, the government responded by cutting back on 
field and military operations to centre its focus on levelling the information playing field. 
However, as this form of revolution was such a recently conceptualized field, the Mexican 
government, and particularly its military, were inadequately prepared for it. 
  
EZLN’s netwar effects 
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This inadequacy changed radically as the military began to perceive its structural limitations, 
which they addressed by decentralizing tactically to favor “smaller, more specialized and mobile 
forces” and improving inter-agency communications and joint operations. Inasmuch as the 
EZLN may have changed the way revolutions are fought, the movement has had a profound 
effect on changing the organizational structure of the Mexican state apparatus. Witnessing the 
profound importance of the Net directly after the 1994 Chiapas events, the State adopted a 
“three-prong” strategy to counter the EZLN which were divided into military, political, and 
economic: the military level dealt with confining the conflict whilst improving human rights 
records, the political with attempting to prevent the EZLN agenda from becoming a national 
issue, and an economic level attempted to entice locals through programs and initiatives to drop 
their conflict. Whilst these efforts may have proven to be in vain, it has at least shown some 
potential for change to occur through netwar-coordinated action. In this regard certainly the 
EZLN have dramatically changed the landscape, giving future movements hope in being able to 
foster change through its show of tenacity and guile in coordinating Net-based activism. 
  
Ronfeldt, in concluding how the EZLN’s netwar has fared, summizes that “the transnational 
activist netwar - particularly the information operations stemming from it - was a key 
contributing factor. It lay behind many of the other explanations, including arousing media 
attention and alarming foreign investors”. Doubtless subcomandante Marcos could foresee the 
extent to which this net-based social activism would figure in the movement, but the EZLN 
would be keen to testify to the value of Netwar in hindsight. Whilst the Zapatistas are not 
conclusive of their own initiatives, their departure from achieving its goals through violent 
means to one of nonviolence and reformation rather than revolution has proven to have a 
transformative effect of its own. Marcos’ statement, written as the opening passage to this 
chapter, outlines the significance that the EZLN placed on what is now termed as a Netwar. 
Through this, the EZLN managed to captivate audiences all over the world in its struggle for not 
only indigenous Mexicans but minorities the world over. The NGOs swift response and show of 
support towards the EZLN legitimized the movement in the eyes of the media, which helped 
foster a revolutionary image and attracted numerous sympathizers. This in turn involved the 
financial sector, with foreign investors becoming increasingly hesitant in regards to the situation. 
These pressures combined to convince the government to change tactics, moving away from 
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violently suppressing the movement towards opening up the possibility of negotiations, which 
would not have been possible without the advent of EZLN’s form of Netwar. 
  
In this contemporary revolution, implementing a solid communications strategy by incorporating 
the Internet and civil society, dramatically changed the conduct of conflict and has come to 
define the Zapatista movement as the first “postmodern revolution”. Having examined the 
communications strategy and theoretical grounding, we will further analyze what advances the 
EZLN and their ideals and which have come to rearticulate revolution and, in the process, 
catapulted the movement to global fame. 
 
Limitations of literature 
Regarding the limitations of the literature for the theories concerning the communications 
strategies, especially the concept of Netwar, are limited to a handful of authors on the subject. 
While the concept of Netwar had been theorized prior to the EZLN revolution, real empirical 
analysis of the concept was only first applied to the EZLN and thus has been restricted to 
positing a relatively limited examination of the topic. Thus, the data employed for this research 
chapter could be seen to have a biased interpretation of events within the communications 
strategies of the EZLN. In addition, the fact that measuring the policy effects of these strategies 
is nigh-on impossible, deducting a factual conclusion to the impact of Netwar for example is 
indiscernible.  
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Changing the world without taking the power 
The “centre” ask us, demands of us, [..] to convert ourselves into an “institutional” political 
force [..] convert ourselves into yet another part of the machinery of power… they do not 
understand that we do not want offices or posts in the government. They do not understand that 
we are struggling not for the stairs to be swept clean from the top to the bottom, but for there to 
be no stairs, for there to be no kingdom at all. (Holloway and Peláez, 1998:4) 
 
This quote from CCRI, the joint command of the EZLN, enables us to understand how unique 
they are as a social movement or a revolutionary social movement. Their aim is not to struggle 
for political power, but rather the deconstruction of the concept of power. To understand their 
idea of anti-power revolution we should delve into preceding revolutionary forms - and the mode 
of reformism that characterized the struggle for social/political radical changes in the 20th 
century - aimed at developing a more “human” society. In the past there were two ways of 
answering the question “what we can do to make the world a better, more human place?”. For 
the more patient and peaceful: join a political party in order to win governmental power and, 
through this, reform the country. The aim for a socialist society was pursuit through reforms, first 
winning the election and then introducing changes through the parliamentary vehicle to slowly 
build a socialist society. The other option was for the more impatient and disenchanted, who 
believed that the parliamentary channel was not the right way: join a revolutionary organization 
that, through a violent or nonviolent process, brought them to conquer the state power and then 
use the revolutionary state to make changes in society; revolution was a more radical practice in 
order to apply quick and radical changes to society. Both of those ways are sharing the focus on 
highlighting the state “as the vantage point from which society can be changed” (Holloway, 
1998:19) through the winning of state power. In recent history, the approaches outside this 
dichotomy - revolutionist-reformist - were considered as being anarchist. So until the 20th 
century the theoretical and political debate was characterized, at least for marxist tradition, by the 
three classifications: Revolutionary, Reformist, and Anarchist. The assumption that in order to 
achieve radical changes in society it is central to win the state power is called the state paradigm. 
This paradigm is not just theory, its relevance is manifest in revolutionary experiences of the 
20th century in Russia with the Soviet Union and China, but also in many national liberation and 
guerrilla movements of the 1960s and 1970s. 
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What is contested by the Zapatistas is that the state paradigm, even if it was the vehicle of hope 
for millions of people, became “more and more the assassin of hope as the century progressed” 
(Holloway, 2002:19), and this is proved by the lack of hope in revolutions that is perceived at the 
beginning of this century. What failed in the twentieth century was not the ideas behind the 
revolutions, but the particular concept of revolution - one that revolved around identifying 
revolutions with state control. John Holloway, a sociologist whose work is inextricably linked to 
the Zapatista movement, postulates that rather than continuously accusing governments of 
betraying the ideas of its supporters and not living up its promises, perhaps we should contest the 
very notion that society can be changed through the winning of state power. The state’s claim of 
sovereignty and the right to exercise power within the territory of a given state is central to the 
common notion of democracy9. Holloway’s argument against it is that the constitutional view 
isolates the state from its social environment. Revolutionary and reformist movements have 
tended to assume that society can be understood as a national, state-bound society. If society is 
understood as being British, Russian or Mexican society, this fortifies the view that the state can 
be the centre point of social transformation; Holloway and the EZLN view the state as being of 
just one hub in a web of social relations. The fact that work is organized on a capitalist basis 
means that what the state does and can do is limited and shaped by the need to maintain the 
system of capitalist organization of which it is a part. Holloway further argues that capitalism is 
inherently non-territorial but has mistakenly been perceived as the sum of different national 
societies. Concretely this means that it is not an option for governments to go against the 
interests of capital, since this will result in capital fleeing the country, causing an economic crisis 
to occur. In the sixth declaration of the Lacandon jungle, the capitalist exploitation is mentioned: 
“The global capitalists insert themselves everywhere, in all the countries, in order to do their big 
business, their great exploitation. Then they respect nothing, and they meddle wherever they 
wish. As if they were conquering other countries. That is why we zapatistas say that neoliberal 
globalization is a war of conquest of the entire world, a world war, a war being waged by 
capitalism for global domination” (EZLN 2005). As can be deduced from this quote, anti-
capitalistism is central to the EZLN’s idea of changing the world without taking power. The 
                                                
9
 Holloway defines it as: “a government is elected in order to carry out the will of the people by exerting 
power in the territory of the state” (Holloway 2004:21) 
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Zapatistas revolt against capitalism, not because they want a different system of power, but 
because they want a society in which power relations are dissolved. The aim of their revolution 
is to build a society based on the mutual recognition of people’s dignity. Power relations are an 
inherent part of capitalism which is why The EZLN believe it to be impossible to build a society 
without power relations by traditional means of conquering power. Once the logic of power is 
adopted, the struggle against it is already lost. They underline how Marxist revolutionist 
movements has mistakenly understood the level of integration of the state into these network of 
capitalist social relations. 
 
Both approaches, the reformist and the revolutionary, have failed to fulfill the expectations of 
their enthusiastic believers. In terms of material security and decrease of social inequality, the 
revolutionary ‘communist’ regimes of China, Russia and elsewhere may have achieved some of 
their goals, albeit temporarily, but they failed in developing a self-determined society or to 
establish the “reign of freedom” that was always focal to communist aspiration. The reformist on 
the other hand, might have achieved material security in some cases through social-democratic 
governments, but in practice they did not differ much from obvious pro-capitalist governments, 
and most of the social-democratic parties has long since abandoned the idea of them being the 
bearers of radical change as we can see in many western democracies. 
 
In January of 1996, the EZLN and the Mexican Federal government engaged in a dialogue 
regarding a set of agreements known as The San Andrés accords. The EZLN aimed to build a 
common paper shared by all the indigenous communities, not only from the EZLN, and wanted 
the government to agree to a number of measures. Among them measures to improve the 
position of the indigenous peoples and to give them a certain degree of autonomous self-
governance. Each side could invite a number of assessors and guests to take part in the sessions, 
and the EZLN practiced what they preach in terms of involving different indigenous groups 
rather than negotiating on behalf of them: “We invited many people and organizations who were, 
or are, engaged in the struggle for the Indian peoples of Mexico, and everyone spoke their word, 
and everyone reached agreement as to how we were going to speak with the bad governments. 
And that is how that dialogue was, not just the zapatistas o-n o-ne side and the governments o-n 
the other. Instead, the Indian peoples of Mexico, and those who supported them, were with the 
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zapatistas” (EZLN 2005). The government promised to introduce legislation and constitutional 
reforms to implement the agreements. However, in the years to come, the government failed to 
live up to their promises. In the sixth declaration, written some ten years after the meetings, it is 
stated that “o-nce they had signed, the bad governments acted as if they had forgotten about 
them, and many years passed, and the accords were not fulfilled at all” (EZLN 2005). 
 
In 2003, the EZLN, fed up with waiting for the state to grant it autonomy, announced the 
creation of Juntas de Buen Gobierno (good government committees), a form of social 
organization autonomous from the Mexican state. They have two levels of government. One is 
the regional government – the Council of Good Governance – and the other is the autonomous 
municipalities, which act on a local level. Within these municipalities, the inhabitants elect their 
authorities and govern themselves, administer justice and solve land conflicts. In the Zapatista 
territories, they have made their health and education systems function without the federal and 
state governments. They have organized production and commercialization and maintain a 
standing military. Furthermore, they have successfully tackled the menaces of drug-trafficking, 
public security and migration. “[The Juntas] are the best expression of the San Andres accords, 
an example of how to rule an indigenous community without discrimination” (Arsenault 2011), 
says Miguel Alvarez, a former member of the national commission for negotiation, who worked 
closely in mediating between the Zapatistas and the government. The Juntas resonate with what 
the EZLN tried to achieve, and were indeed promised, with the San Andres accords: indigenous 
autonomy over traditional territories and better access to health, education, justice, democracy 
and land as well as localizing tasks like growing corn and building indigenous-run schools. The 
Juntas mediates disputes within Zapatista territories through a parallel justice system, a concept 
referred to as ‘command obeying’. In a western political context, it would be associated with 
direct democracy and the revocability of those in command (Holloway and Peláez, 1998:129-
30). The similarities to those can clearly be extracted from the most recent declaration of the 
Lacandon jungle, where it is phrased as follows: “No o-ne from outside comes to govern, but the 
peoples themselves decide, among themselves, who governs and how, and, if they do not obey, 
they are removed. If the o-ne who governs does not obey the people, they pursue them, they are 
removed from authority, and another comes in” (EZLN 2005). The idea and the roots of 
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autonomous government is seen by the zapatistas as the result of several centuries of indigenous 
resistance and from the zapatistas’ own experience. 
 
The EZLN’s idea of inclusion extends beyond indigenous peoples and found sense in the 
zapatistas’ strategy to redefine and de-construct the concept that entails power value in this 
capitalistic society within the re-construction of the so called “civil society” based on values of 
justice, equality and democracy. To clarify this point we can use sociology professor Boaventura 
de Sousa Santos’ interpretation in which he gives a definition focusing more on social, political 
and cultural dimensions as he assumes that globalization consists of sets of social relations; when 
these relations change, so does globalization. Changing those social relations or power relations 
is the revolution that the EZLN want to conduct, as can be seen in the following quote from the 
sixth declaration: “Then, while we were engaging in dialogue with the bad governments, we 
were also talking with those persons, and we saw that most of them were humble and simple 
people like us, and both, they and we, understood quite well why we were fighting. And we 
called those people “civil society” because most of them did not belong to political parties, rather 
they were common, everyday people, like us, simple and humble people (...) we saw was that our 
heart was not the same as before, when we began our struggle. It was larger, because now we 
had touched the hearts of many good people” (EZLN 6, 2005). 
 
Immanuel Wallerstein, Senior Research Scholar at Yale University and Director of the Fernand 
Braudel Center at Binghamton University, analyzes the impact that the EZLN has and has had on 
three arenas: In Mexico as its political arena, in the world-system as a whole, and in the 
developing theories on anti-systemic movements. In Mexico, the EZLN’s armed insurrection of 
1994 endured only for three months. After being suspended it has never been resumed; and it is 
clear that it will not be resumed except if the Mexican army or rightist paramilitary forces will 
attack the zapatista community. The agreement of ceasefire was reached with the promise of the 
government to apply the San Andrès Accords to the constitution, something that has yet to 
happen. In response to that, the EZLN was at the head of a peaceful march through Mexico with 
the arrival point in Mexico City in an attempt to force the Mexican congress to translate the 
agreements into laws. In 2001 a demonstration called Zapatour  showed up to support the cause .. 
was spectacular but the congress did not react. In 2005, in alliance with other groups from other 
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provinces with the same goals, they tried again, and once again the government did not respond 
to the cry. 
“Are we saying that politics serves no purpose? No, what we mean is that THAT politics serves 
no purpose. And it is useless because it does not take the people into account. It does not listen to 
them, it does not pay any attention to them, it just approaches them when there are elections (…) 
And then just promises about what this o-ne is going to do and what the other o-ne is going to 
do, then it’s bye, I’ll see you, but you don’t see them again, except when they appear in the news 
when they’ve just stolen a lot of money and nothing is going to be done to them because the law 
- which those same politicians made - protects them” (EZLN 2005). This quote from the sixth 
declaration explicitly exemplifies what the Zapatistas see as an unjust and incomplete way of 
conducting politics. That ‘command by obeying’ must be manifested in Mexico’s political 
structure in order to “take the people into account” and listen to them. 
The Zapatistas are convinced that electoral politics does not bring any substantial change and 
they drew controversy and sparked a national debate in 2006, when they explicitly refused to 
support the presidential candidate, Andrès Manuel Lòpez Obrador, centre-left party candidate 
who at the time was running against the favorite, conservative candidate Felipe Calderon. 
Calderon eventually won the election and the public opinion placed the fault of the defeat on the 
EZLN. The EZLN are not only against institutional politics in Mexico. They criticised all the 
centre-left presidents of Latin America, from Lula in Brazil to Chavez in Venezuela, stating that 
all those movements are in fact movements from above and fundamentally did not change 
anything for the oppressed majority at the bottom. The zapatistas’ idea instead is: ”to not try to 
resolve from above the problems of our Nation, but rather to construct FROM BELOW AND 
THROUGH BELOW an alternative to neoliberal destruction, a left-wing alternative for Mexico” 
(EZLN 2005). The only Latin American government that the zapatistas support is Cuba, the only 
truly recognised anti-capitalist government of Latin America. 
 
Since their uprising in 1994, the EZLN, according to Wallerstein, has had a massive influence on 
the developing of anti-systemic movements around the globe (Wallerstein 2008). He underlines 
how the uprising of the EZLN had a key importance in the process that led to the 1999 
demonstration in Seattle that caused the failure of the WTO (World Trade Organization) congress, 
a failure from which the WTO never recovered (Wallerstein 2008). From an anti-systemic point 
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of view the WTO is an institution that came to represent the tremendous damage being done by 
globalization (Burbach, 2001). The Seattle demonstration lead to the creation of the WSF (World 
Social Forum) in 2001. It is the principal hub of discussion and meeting for the anti-systemic 
movements of the world. Even though the zapatistas never participated in the WSF because 
technically they are an armed force, Wallerstein states that they were the iconic movement, a sort 
of inspirational force (Wallerstein 2008). 
 
As the last arena of the analysis, Wallerstein underlines how the most important contribution of 
the zapatistas to the world was on a theoretical field (Wallerstein 2008). 
The crucial point on which the zapatistas as an antisystemic movement differs from the previous 
experience, for Wallerstein is in the way they refuse and explicit the limitations of the politics of 
the old left, that focused too much on emphasizing the problems and the struggle of the urban 
industrial proletariat. “United with other social sectors who suffer from the same wants as we do, 
it will be possible to achieve what we need and what we deserve. A new step forward in the 
indigenous struggle is o-nly possible if the indigenous join together with workers, campesinos, 
students, teachers, employees… the workers of the city and the countryside” (EZLN 2005). In 
this sense the EZLN is refusing the idea that a particular struggle must have the priority in terms 
of power or intellectual analysis. According to Wallerstein, the Zapatistas proclaim that the 
struggle for the right of every social group oppressed is equally important, and must be a struggle 
fought in all fronts at the same time. They are claiming to build a world into which all the small 
worlds can fit together: “everywhere there are more compañeros and compañeras who are 
learning to interact with people from other parts of Mexico and the world, are learning to respect 
and to demand respect, are learning that there are many worlds and that everyone has their place, 
their time, and their way, and so there must be mutual respect among all” (EZLN 2005). This 
idea is put in practice by the social forums and finds its legitimacy with the words of theorist 
Boaventura de Sousa Santos regarding social forums: “Such a task entails a wide exercise in 
translation to expand reciprocal intelligibility without destroying the identity of the partners of 
translation. The point is to create, in every movement or NGO, in every practice or strategy, in 
every discourse or knowledge, a contact zone that may render it porous and hence permeable to 
other NGOs, practices, strategies, discourses and knowledges” (Juris and Khasnabish, p. 54). In 
relation to this, the EZLN state that every movement must have an internal democratic structure 
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and be organized through the previously discussed “command obeying”, as opposed to the 
historical “verticalism” of the leftist movements. They aim for a “horizontalism”, both internally 
and in the relations with other movements as it is stated in the Sixth Declaration: “What we are 
going to do is ask you what your life is like, your struggle, your thought on how our country is 
and on how we can do so that they do not defeat us” (EZLN 2005). Horizontality, besides the 
structural refusal of hierarchical relations, can be characterized by decentralized coordination, 
the use of direct democracy and the striving for consensus (Sitrin, p. 2). The three spaces on 
which the zapatista autonomous resistance is conducted are based on: (1) an alternative way of 
organizing their economic system, for example through the creation of coffee cooperatives, as 
well as artisan production, (2) the implementation of self-sufficient educational projects, and (3) 
cover the territories with health care provision. To link those three spaces, the zapatistas through 
the Juntas of Good Government have created 5 Caracoles (“spirals”) in order to replace the 
previous former autonomous municipalities. The Caracoles can be interpreted as a territorial 
strategy that involves moving from, organizing in, and dominating place to “commanding space” 
as the EZLN tried to overcome their own militant particularism. Among their responsibilities is 
to “carry out legal, judicial, and economic policies across the range of education, health care, 
justice, and development” (Morton, 2013:224) and they represent the way in which the EZLN’s 
military-political structure decided to de-militarize itself as it is stated clearly that: “The 
caracoles give communities engaged in resistance a new way of exercising power, in which their 
commanders bow to the communities’ authority in formulating and implementing plans for 
struggle and organization. They do so without giving up the right to express their opinion, but 
they must always respect the autonomy and dignity of persons and communities, who see in any 
paternalistic attitude - in any “humanitarian” act of generosity - something akin not to the “civic 
action” of the enemy, but also to the mistaken actions of friends, brothers and compañeros who 
have not understood the importance of committed and respectful solidarity.” (Casanova 2005) 
The EZLN came to realized that their political-military organizational structure needed to be 
changed because of its top-down decisional structure. Decisions that should be taken by the 
democratic authorities, the civilians, were being made from the top, much in conflict with the 
horizontal decisional structure they preach. 
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As a result of the comparison between the EZLN’s way of intending revolution and the previous 
Marxist revolutionary movements’ experience, it is clear that the EZLN has rearticulated  the 
concept of revolution, beginning with rearticulating the main goal of a revolution. It is no longer 
focused on the state paradigm but rather on dissolving the power relations which structure and 
legitimize federal and national governments. Through their autonomous municipalities, the 
theory found its practice, best exemplified when the government failed to implement the 
promises of the San Andres accords and the EZLN took it upon themselves to carry them out in 
Chiapas. They have showed coherence in sticking with their position of refusing to engage in a 
way of conducting politics that they do not recognize as a just, free, and human way of having 
their voices be heard. Precisely the radicality of their rearticulation of revolution - the rejection 
of the state paradigm - is what makes them unique as a social revolutionary movement. 
 
Limitations of literature 
As explained previously, in this chapter we have used literature primarily from scholars that are 
either directly linked to the movement or whose ideas are close to the ones of the EZLN. In order 
to define how the EZLN has rearticulated the concept of revolution we found it necessary to 
exclusively use literature from the same theoretical point of view.  
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Conclusion 
 
Revolution has by the EZLN been rearticulated to emphasize that the world consists of many 
identities that should not be neglected or overruled by dominating forces; that the ways of 
communicating revolutionary material should encourage a global debate transcending territorial 
and cultural differences, to reach a wide audience and invigorate a unified front against 
injustices; and that taking state power will not change the world as it is this structure of the 
system which already permits these inequalities to manifest.  
The process of rearticulation is first to acknowledge differences among cultures and knowledges. 
And for the EZLN it is to construct an awareness of a dominant world development in modernity 
discourse, thereby emphasizing rights for indigenous people and enfranchising them with the 
principle that they are not inferior, thus legitimizing their cultural differences. 
What started as a humble attempt to circumvent the military cordon of Chiapas evolved into a 
full-frontal war of information control, netwar, which the EZLN utilized to stunning effect to 
foster a global debate and raise consciousness of the aims to which they ultimately strive. By 
adroitly combining traditional with new media techniques whilst incorporating civil society, the 
EZLN have dramatically changed the landscape of conducting revolutionary movements. The 
EZLN themselves gave up on an armed struggle to focus their attentions on establishing a virtual 
front through which to continue their struggle; the Mexican state and army adjusted strategies to 
account for and combat the newfound war of information; meanwhile civil society, through a 
decentralized form of network, redefined their roles in the revolution to become a vital 
component to counteract state powers. The netwar fought by the EZLN and global civil society 
became the prototype “postmodern revolution”, which favored a decentralized network of NGOs 
and activists working together to put pressure on the state and market forces and which usurped 
traditional forms of resistance as guerilla warfare or even contemporary cyber war tactics.  
The EZLN’s vision of changing the world without taking power means to acknowledge a 
renewed concept of power that is not bound to institutional authority; a bottom-up model that 
bases its power on the people, hence, command in obedience to the people. 
 
The EZLN of course took their inspiration from previous revolutionary movements of the 1950s, 
60s, and 70s like the Cuban Revolution or the Sandinistas’ triumph in Nicaragua, but the way in 
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which they re-articulated the practice of revolution is by refusing the state-paradigm, which was 
always beloved in marxist revolutionary movements of the past and nowadays. As we analyze in 
the last chapter, ‘Change the world without taking the power’, their struggle is not to make a 
revolution in order to take the state power, but is a perpetual struggle to establish a new way of 
intending social relations; they do this in order to disconnect them from the capitalist-driven 
relations that are fundamental to the neo-liberal societies. Their ideas find their practice in the 
autonomous municipalities that the EZLN created in Chiapas in order to de-marginalize and to 
include all members of society in the political and social decision-making. Since their uprising, 
the life standards of the population living in Chiapas is the only one that has increased compared 
with other areas with a high concentration of indigenous population. In a way it is like if they 
were watching the fall of the Soviet Union through a completely different lens from those who 
watched it as the end of the revolutionary aim to make a more human world; the Zapatistas 
viewed this event as a point of departure from which to re-articulate the concept of revolutions 
once and for all - they must not be directly linked with the control of state power, or it will be a 
failure. And they showed it to the world from the beginning of 1994 to the present time. They 
implemented, thanks in part to the big support of the world civil society, health care 
infrastructure and schools on their territories and build a society based on democracy, justice and 
freedom without the help from federal and national governments.  
If we were to answer the question: “has the Zapatista insurrection been a success”? We would 
like to conclude with the answer that Zhou Enlai gave given to the question: “What impact do 
you think the French Revolution has had?” - “It is too early to say it”. 
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